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ABSTRACT

COMING TO KNOW: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF INDIVIDUALS
ACTIVELY COMMITTED TO RADICAL SOCIAL CHANGE
FEBRUARY 1994

JANE TERRELL BENBOW, B.A., GUILFORD COLLEGE
M.A., GODDARD COLLEGE

Ed D
.

.

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by: Professor David

This dissertation is a study of

a

R.

Evans

phenomenon, namely the existence

of individuals who have actively committed their lives to social change.

The study was designed to explore two aspects of social activism:

(a)

How these individual were able to follow careers in social change work;
and,

(b)

that aspect of consciousness through which these individuals

come to know the world in a certain way. This way of knowing involves a

commitment to ending oppression, an understanding that oppression

constructed phenomena that can be changed, and

a

is a

commitment to change

that is based on concepts of participation and volition.

The most salient theme to emerge in regard to the career paths of
these individuals was its gradual, unplanned nature. Within that theme,
there were a number of commonalities or patterns that acted as catalysts
for their career paths. These patterns were:

different;

(b)

by others; and,

(a) A sense of

experiences of cognitive dissonance;
(d)

(c)

being

being "noticed"

intellectual aptitude.

As to the development of consciousness,

the theme that illuminated

all of the choices made by these individuals was their commitment to a
or
set of values rooted in concepts of freedom and equality. Patterns

vii

commonalities within this theme were:

had always been with them; and,

(b)

(a)

The sense that these values

these values had led them to act

outside of, or beyond, their socialization experience.
Finally,

the researcher focuses on her own meaning making
which,

while rooted in the themes and patterns that emerged,

is

neither a clear

synthesis nor a prescriptive analysis. Instead, the meaning making moves
the findings into new theoretical perspectives and brings to the

foreground new phenomenological issues that deal with the acausal and

multi-causal nature of the themes and patterns. Those relationships
included the acausal phenomena of synchronicity

,

and the interactive and

multi-causal nature of the other themes and patterns.

She then suggests

that neither socialization nor educational experience can fully explain

either aspect of the phenomenon. Beyond socialization and beyond

educational experiences, there seem to be some transactional connections

between consciousness and

a

specific set of values.
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION

Purpose of the Study

This project; is based in the study of a phenomenon.

The phenomenon

being how certain individuals come to be actively committed to radically
changing the social structures under which we live.
also grounded in a study of consciousness
"know" the world.

-

In addition,

it is

of how these individuals

Specifically, it examines how these individuals "come

to know the world" in a particular way that leads to such a commitment.

The first aspect of this phenomenon

-

being actively committed

-

is

concerned with the circumstances which lead individuals to commit their
lives and careers to a socio-political practice in one or more of the

following areas:
oppression;
(c)

(b)

(a)

The struggle against racial, ethnic or religious

the struggle against gender and/or sexual oppression;

the struggle against class oppression and/or poverty, hunger and

other forms of economically based oppression;

(d)

the struggle against

ecological and environmental destruction of the Earth and its
atmosphere
As the study of a phenomenon that also address consciousness or

"ways of knowing" it is concerned with the interactions, e.g., patterns,

networks, and conjunctions, between objective reality and the

individual's intersubj ective experiences that have brought these
individuals to a place where:
1.

reality as
They no longer take the existing construction of
necessary or inevitable;

2.

They are consciously engaged in
alternative construction;
1

a

practice committed to an

3

.

That alternative construction is one that is
explicitly
committed to issues of freedom and equality; and

They believe that individual and collective participation
and empowerment are essential for the construction of that
reality

Situati ng the Study in a Concept of Consciousness

Consciousness is

a

word with so many subtleties and variances of

meaning that it is almost impossible to define it with out using it in
context.

a

It is a word used by mystics, cognitive psychologists,

sociologists, political theorists, philosophers and educators among
others,

to talk about and define their work and its relevance.

In spite of the diversity of disciplines which evoke the concept of

consciousness, empirical studies of consciousness have primarily been

undertaken by psychologists. These studies have been basically of two
types. The first are studies of cognitive development and intelligence.

The second are of "altered states" of consciousness such as those

experienced by mystics or induced through meditation or the use of

hallucinogenic drugs.

Though quite different in content and focus, both

are concerned with the relationships between modes of consciousness and
the content of consciousness. Both are concerned with the factors which

affect the breadth and depth with which individuals and groups make

meaning of their experiences.

And both are concerned with the

relationship between what one receives of the world to how one perceives
the world and therefore names reality.
But saying
The above statement is also true of the present study.
of brain waves or
that does not set it apart from laboratory studies

experimental studies of cognitive functioning.

2

I

can provide the reader

with a definition of consciousness as the state
of perception from which
one knows and understands reality and truth,

thoughts, feelings, and impressions"

2nd ed.).

1980,

(

"[t]he totality of one's

Webster's New World Dictionary

Only through situating the present study in a

discoursive context, however, will the reader be able to access what

mean when

I

I

use the word.

The undertaking of this project was inspired by my encounter with

a

number of theoretical and philosophical perspectives, among them:

Freirean pedagogy, critical theory, constructionism, and to some extent
feminism and poststructuralism. Berger and Luckmann's (1967) concept of
the dereification of consciousness,

i.

e.,

the process by which

individuals come to realize that reality 1 is socially constructed,

together with Gramsci (1971) and Althusser's (1971) concept of hegemony,
and Foucault's (1980b) concept of power/knowledge networks are the most

central constructs underpinning the assumptions which

I

bring to this

proj ect

The social constructivist theory of Berger and Luckmann (1967)

identifies three points in the construction of reality:

1)

The

individual is born into an already constructed, therefore objective
reality; 2) The individual interacts with that objective reality in

subjective ways;

3)

Objective reality is subsequently changed through

individual and collective action.
In its broadest application this position posits the existence of

multiple subjective realities and the constant restructuring of multiple

Reality is defined "as a quality appertaining to phenomena
our own volition, we
that we recognize as having a being independent of
p.l)
1967,
cannot 'wish them away.'" (Berger and Luckmann,
1

3

objective realities.

The relationship between individuals
and

cultural/social institutions

m

is one of complementarity;

they interrelate

such a wa Y as to define or "cause" each other, even
though they

appear to have independent or even contrary existences.
groups,

Individuals and

through symbolic interaction, experience intersubj ective

realities.

Their collective interaction both constructs and constantly

changes objective reality.

Berger and Luckmann acknowledge that individual can go through

a

dereification of consciousness which enables them to deconstruct and
analyze the nature of their social reality.

However, neither their

description of this process nor their explanation of the social

construction of reality takes into account the forces of hegemony or
power/knowledge networks.

In using the concept of hegemony,

I

am

identifying Althusser's concept of the material bases of ideology, and
the Gramscian concept that ideology mediates consciousness and everyday

meaning making.

From these two perspectives hegemony can be understood

as an ideology or world view grounded in economic, political and

cultural interests which acts as

a force on the

individuals to produce subjects and to forge

a

consciousness of

unity of beliefs, values,

aspirations and habits.

Foucault further refined and elaborated this concept in his

descriptions of the relationship between power and knowledge. Foucault

theorized that power and knowledge interact with each other in the same
way that Berger and Luckmann claim objective and subjective reality
interact. They produce each other.

They interrelate in such a way as to

have independent
define or "cause" each other even though they appear to
or even contrary existences.

In effect this relationship between power

4

and knowledge produces the objective structures and
the discoursive
fields which shape our consciousness and therefore
constitute truth and

reality
To elaborate on the above discussion,

it is possible to define

society or culture as the product of the interaction of two basic
networks

-

a

human center composed of "citizens, their consciousness,

personalities, needs and skills [surrounded by an] institutional
boundary, composed of society's institutions and their role structures"
(Albert et al

.

,

1986, p.20). However,

the social structures that

individuals confront are "constructions of people who have been

socialized to regard society in
way"

(Angus,

1986, p.62).

a

certain way and to maintain it that

Individuals mold themselves to fit the

requirements of the institutions that surround them.

In order to

develop an acceptable concept of themselves they must accommodate their

beliefs and "values to the logic of their activities, which are in turn

structured by society's institutional boundary" (Angus, 1986, p.20).
When individuals experience dissonance between their interpersonal
feelings and the logic of their institutional boundaries they seek to
"bring their mindsets into accord with the boundary" (Angus, 1986,
p.20). Berger and Luckmann (1967) stated,

[Hjuman knowledge is given in society as an a priori to
individual experience, providing the latter with its order of
This order, although it is relative to a particular
meaning.
socio-historical situation, appears to the individual as the
natural way of looking at the world, (p.8)

Dorothy Smith (1984), in an article dealing with organizational
in the following
culture and feminist theory, expressed this concept

way

5

T he world as we know it and as we experience it is already
ideological
The ordinary forms in which the features
of' our
society become observable to us as its features mental illness,
neighborhoods, crime, riots, leisure, work satisfaction,
stress
motivation, etc. - these are already constructed, some as
administrative products, others by our sociological predecessors
They are the coinage of our discipline.
Our primary world as
professionals is thus already an appearance. Much conceptual
work is a secondary ideological efflorescence, (p. 71 72
)
[

]

-

This appearance, or primary ideology,

is established and maintained

through the discoursive and non-discoursive practices of the dominant
culture (Gramsci); and, through the power/knowledge networks of

institutions (government bureaucracies, schools, hospitals, prisons),
economic structures and sciences/technologies, that reinforce and cause
each other (Foucault)
The dominant culture to which these theories and others (e.g.,

critical theory and much of feminist theories) refer as having produced
an objective reality which exercises political, economic, social and

moral control over other realities is Western, industrialized, capitalistic, democratic societies.

Through the processes of Colonization

this control over reality can be said to operate on a worldwide basis.

While domination involves elements of both coercion and consent, it
does not, however, exclude the existence of other ideologies; rather it

speaks to the power relationships between them.

In fact, domination

inherently implies the existence of other ideologies that struggle for

recognition and control.
competing
One way to approach the identification and description of

ideologies is through the concept of paradigms or world views.

Para-

teleological assumpdigms are sets of epistemological, ontological and

knowledge of individtions which form the a priori or taken-for-granted
uals,

groups and cultures.

These assumptions stand in a relationship of
6

complementarity to the economic, political and
cultural interests of the
individuals and collectives who hold them.
For the purpose of this study

I

will turn to the description of

socio-political paradigms developed by Brian Fay in his work
entitled
Social Theo ry and Political Practice (1975). Fay defines three
socio,,

political paradigms, the Positivist, the Interpretivist and the
Critical

,

within which individuals not only seek to know and understand

the world but to act on the world to either maintain or transform it.

Each of these paradigms is based on a distinct set of epistemological and ontological assumptions. An in-depth description of all the

assumptions embedded in any of these paradigms or an analysis of their

philosophical roots could easily constitute several extensive theses.
What follows is a cursory description meant to provide the definitional
basis needed for this dissertation.
The Positivist Paradigm is based on an objectivist view of knowledge.

Positivists believe in a truth and a reality that can be known.

Their epistemological and ontological assumptions are rooted in the

scientific method (i.e., linear and reductionist operations for
"discovering" knowledge) and structural/functionalism.

Both the social

and natural world are believed to be on an inevitable course of

evolution.

Law-like regularities sustain and regulate this process.

These laws are not bound to context or circumstance; they are universal.
The parts of society are seen as functioning in a way that contribute to the maintenance and stability of the whole.

Social and natural

of
functions develop because they are essential to the maintenance

structures.

Structures can be explained because they have survival and

7

evolutionary value for society as

a whole.

Societies are more are less

"developed" because of the structures they have evolved.

Societies are believed to change through gradual adjustment
toward

predetermined stage of evolution.

The role of social science

i

a

e

knowledge, is to discern that course and promote its development.

Theory is for the purpose of understanding and therefore being able to
predict social and natural laws; practice based on theory

is for the

purpose of controlling and regulating the processes which maintain the
natural, evolving system's equilibrium.
The Interpretive Paradigm is based on a subjectivist view of knowledge.

Interpretivists believe that knowledge is mediated through con-

sciousness,

therefore there are multiple truths and multiple realities.

The social world can not be known in the same way as the natural world.
It must be studied through a process of verstehen

-

knowing by placing

yourself in someone else's shoes.
Its epistemological and ontological assumptions are founded in the

philosophies of symbolic interaction (discoursive and non-discoursive)
and phenomenology.

Through symbolic interactions groups come to share
They develop certain functions and struc-

common beliefs and values.

tures in order to sustain a stable, predictable society predicated on

those values and beliefs.

These functions and structures are neither

inevitable nor immutable.

In fact they are always being changed by

individual and collective actions.
al;

Meaning is derived by the individu-

it is not imposed from the environment.

For the interpretivist

implications.
and meaning.

,

reality has both collective and individual

The social sciences seek to discover motives,

intentions

Theories are for the purpose of understanding and
8

describing how social realities are constructed and maintained.
Practices which make use of these theories are concerned with
using

knowledge to better understand and interact with other realities.
However, they take existing realities as given and are not concerned

with either the power or knowledge relationships which brought these
realities into objective existence.
The Critical Paradigm accepts many of the epistemological and

ontological assumptions of the interpretivists

.

However, social

structures are not simply negotiated agreements; they are created and

maintained through power/knowledge relationships.
Truth and reality are historically based and are sustained through

relationships of domination and oppression.

Therefore, while

individuals and groups have the power to create new realities through

collective action, they do not begin the creative act from a neutral
position.

Individuals and groups must confront an already defined, and

therefore objective reality held together through the conjunction of
economic, political and moral networks.

The role of language or

discourse is seen as critical to understanding how reality, both

objective and subjective,

is

maintained as well as changed.

The critical paradigm is distinguished from both the positivist and
Rather than seeking

the interpretivist in regard to social equilibrium.
to understand how social stability is maintained,

the critical

perspective seeks to understand how radical social change or
In other words,

transformation can be brought about.

with how to overcome reality, not with maintaining

it is concerned

it.

individuals and groups
This transformation of society will occur as
is socially constructed and
become conscious of the fact that reality

9

that their own reality has been defined by
relationships of domination

and oppression.

Theories within the critical paradigm are
for the

purpose of explaining and understanding systems of
domination and
oppression.

Practice has the goal of overcoming those systems.

Therefore, theory and practice are integral to and reflective
of each
other,

i.e.,

theories are useful to the extent that they contribute
to

the construction of a more equitable and just society.

Both Fay (1975) and Popkewitz (1984) have elaborated arguments that

make clear the relationship between the positivism paradigm and the

perpetration of the pre-existing reality/culture and the inadequacy of
the interpretive paradigm as a position from which to challenge that

reality/culture.

The heart of their arguments is that positivists take

the existing hegemony as inevitable and interpretivists take it for

granted.

Both are thus locked into an assumption that "institutions and

societies, grow, change and progress in some orderly and continuous way"
(Popkewitz,

1984,

p.129).

By acting as though they are outside the

confines of economic, political and cultural interest, proponents of
this world view misappropriate as "science" and "knowledge" their own

assumptions and cognitive styles. They thereby uphold and propagate the
status quo as natural and good, and their ways of knowing as objective.
The failure to question existing reality results in a perpetuation
of existing patterns of authority, privilege, control and values.

Individuals and groups in positions of power are able to "name the
world" on the bases of their own interests and taken- for-granted values.

10

T he Significance of the Critical Pa radigm
in Situating the Study

While the concept of paradigm cannot be said to
have

correlation to state of consciousness, it

a

one-to-one

is a concept that serves

locate the meaning implied in my use of the word consciousness.

to

For

such a perspective of consciousness, the positivist paradigm can
be

roughly correlated with the dominant hegemonic idealogy shaping

consciousness and reality at this moment in history.

While the

interpretivist paradigm offers an alternative explanation as to why the

world appears as it does, it does not seek to alter that appearance
any substantial or radical ways.

in

A critical world view is concerned

with radical change; it avoids the ideological trap of perpetuating
existing power/knowledge relationships by making explicit its values and
interests, and by acknowledging how its theories and practices are

driven by those interests.

The assumptions about the social

construction of reality, power relationships, human volition, and the
role of consciousness found within the critical paradigm adequately

situate the "way of knowing" or state of consciousness

I

wish to

research, and form the bases of my decision to focus this study on

individuals who can be described as operating out of that paradigm.
I

do not wish to imply that the individuals chosen for this study

would necessarily identify themselves with something called
or a world view.

I

am,

however, assuming that

I

a

paradigm

have identified

individuals whose political and social consciousness

is

shaped and

in
influenced at least implicitly by the values and assumptions inherent

a critical perspective.

The basis of this conjecture is two-fold. First,

oppression and
their activism is clearly concerned with issues of

11

domination. Second, their practice or their
methodological stance is

based on concepts of participation and empowerment.
This second issue is an important one in terms of distinguishing
this study from more general studies of social activism, and
for

narrowing still further the state of consciousness
investigate.

I

wish to

Within all of the paradigms mentioned above, philosophies

and theories can be found on a continuum related to a number of

variables.

The most important variables center on beliefs about human

volition versus determinism as those relate to subjectivity (e.g., the
role of consciousness) versus objectivity (e.g., the existence of an

external reality)

.

Within the bodies of thought that comprise the

critical paradigm extreme volitionists are concerned with personal

growth and individual freedom, but give little thought to the structural
nature of domination and oppression.

Extreme functionalists believe in

an inherent, evolutionary social structure to be brought about by

violent revolution, if necessary, and assume that changes in
consciousness must be precipitated on changes in the social structure. 2
For the purpose of this study

I

am interested in individuals who are

concerned with radical structural change, but who believe that human
volition, both individual and collective, is

a

necessary,

if not always

sufficient condition for that social change. Inherent in that commitment
to human volition is the supposition that individual and collective

consciousness holds a preeminent position in the process of structural

Burrell and Morgan (1979) actually divided critical
structural
philosophies into two distinct types: 1) Those which take a
and,
Marxism)
e
( i
objectivism
.,
in
rooted
functional approach and are
of human volition and subjectivism.
2) those rooted in assumptions
2

.

12

;

change. This in turn leads to a practice that is grounded in
concepts of

empowerment and participation.
Furthermore, as the discussion above and the phrases "coming to
know" imply,

I

also assume that this state of consciousness is not an

ordinary one to which individuals in any given society are predisposed.
It is instead something that has been altered,

gained, or "come to"

outside of the processes that shape "normal" consciousness.

Another way

of saying this is that critical consciousness can be understood as a

dereification process through which the individual rejects, explicitly
or implicitly,

the assumptions and interests of the positivist paradigm

and adopts those of a critical perspective.
I

also start this study from a conviction that critical

consciousness is a more desirable state of consciousness than any
allowed from either the positivist or the interpretivist paradigmatic
perspective. This not does necessarily imply

evolutionary superiority.
is

to say,

a

developmental or

It does imply a strategic superiority.

That

if one is committed to the elimination of domination and

oppression, and the establishment of a reality based on equality,
justice, diversity, and freedom, then one's ability to struggle

successfully for these things is greatly increased by operating from

a

critical perspective.

Methodological Considerations Re lated—to—the

S

tudy

but not dictate, the
The use of the term "methodological" may imply,
gather and analysis data.
methods, techniques, and procedures used to
were will be discuss
What those methods, techniques, and procedures

later chapter.

m

consciousness has
My purpose, now that the concept of
13

a

been positioned, is to clarify my fundamental assumptions
and beliefs
about knowledge and it's production, that is to say, about
the research
process.

Broadly speaking,

I

start from what has been identified above

as a social constructionist position.

I

do not accept the positivist

notion of a social world that can be understood in the same way that we
have attempted to understand the natural world, i.e.
of laws and forces that govern it.

,

through the study

The social world, and it can be

argued the knowledge we chose to produce about the natural world as well
as the use to which we put that knowledge,

of beliefs, values and interests.

is constructed on the bases

There is no objective reality "out

there" that can be known "outside" of the knower. The human being is

inseparably connected to the world, to truth and to reality.
Specifically,

I

have designed this study around the concept of

hermeneutic phenomenology. Van Manen (1990) describes this

as,

Hermeneutic phenomenology tries to be attentive to both terms of
its methodology: it is a descriptive (phenomenological)
methodology because it wants to be attentive to how things
appear, it wants to let things speak for themselves; it is an
interpretive (hermeneutic) methodology because it claims that
there are no such things as uninterpreted phenomena. The implied
contradiction may be resolved if one acknowledges that the
(phenomenological) "facts" of lived experience are always already
meaningfully (hermeneutically) experienced. Moreover, even the
"facts" of lived experience need to be captured in language (the
human science text) and this is inevitably an interpretive
process, (p.180-181)

Through the process of having these individuals tell their life
stories and make meaning of their journey to becoming social activists

(phenomenological description)

,

I

hope to identify those themes and

patterns (hermeneutical interpretation) which have universal

significance
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Universal significance does not however imply that
relationships of causality.

What

I

I

am looking for

am looking for are patterns and

relationships which have been generative to this phenomena.
They may not
be the only patterns or relationships which could generate
this or

similar phenomena, but they hold potential for application and meaning

making on a level much broader than the unique individual cases from

which they were derived.

Role of the Researcher: Her Assumptions and Her Passion
In taking a phenomenological approach,

of control and its corollary, reductionism

knowledge.

I

I

,

have rejected the concept
as a valid way of creating

have instead put a boundary around the phenomenon which

I

wish to investigate by means of my description of the criteria used to
chose the individuals who participated in this study, and by my

discussion of consciousness and it relationships to the concept of
socio-political paradigms.
In order to be true to the methodology,

assumptions

I

brought to this study.

I

must be explicit about the

The need for this explicitness is

based on my obligation as a researcher to weigh the "objective" force of
the data (other people's experience, understandings and meaning) against

those assumptions.

These assumption have been presented in varying degrees of explicitness throughout the above discussion.

They are essentially of three

encounter with
distinct, but interrelated kinds: Those derived from my
theory;

and,
those derived from reflection on my personal experience,

those which result from my passion

theoretical assumptions which

I

-

my beliefs and values.

brought to this project were:
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The

Critical consciousness can be understood as a
dereification
process through which the individual rejects the
assumptions and
interests of the positivist paradigm and adopts those
of the
critical paradigm.
That de r e i f i ca t ion process is embedded in biography
The assumption embedded in personal reflection or meaning making
of

which

I

was explicitly aware was:

The effort to make sense out of or come to terms with the
dissonance between intersubj ective reality and objective reality
is a key element in the process of coming to critical

consciousness
I

also bring passion, rooted in a personal history that led me to

the undertaking of this project.

ascribe, and the sense that

by that history.

I

The meaning that

I

will be able to

will be able to make, will be influenced

While class, race, gender, nationality, my small town

Southern culture, and my learning disability are essential elements of
that history, the influences that seem most pertinent to this discussion,

are the ways in which

I

came to understand these things through my

encounter with theory.
The earliest and most central influences in this regard have already

be mentioned. They are Alfred Schutz and Paulo Freire.

I

have also been

strongly influenced by humanism, critical theory, Gramsci, Foucault, and
a

variety of feminist perspectives.
I

have drawn from these individuals and theories because they struck

a cord that

resonated through the whole of my personal and intellectual

endeavors.

They gave voice to and expanded the personal knowledge that

I

own
brought to my efforts to reflect on and make sense out of my

experience.

Specifically, Schultz's concept of phenomenology speaks to

normative; that empirical
my belief that all knowledge is relative and
are placed in a normative
facts and data are meaningful only when they
16

and value-laden context; and, that "into every
act of knowing there

enters a passionate construction of the person knowing
what

known and... this coefficient

is no mere

imperfection but

a

is

being

vital

component of [her] knowledge" (Polanyi, 1958).
The Freirean philosophy of consciousness and empowerment,
as well as

humanism, speaks to my need to believe that collectively and individually we can freely choose the values and assumptions from which we name

reality.

Gramsci and Foucault, in different ways, give voice to the

ways in which

I

have come to understand the intensity of the struggle in

which we must engage, both collectively and individually, in order to be
able to make that choice. Finally feminism addresses most directly my

own experience of oppression.
The values in which this passion is rooted were born in the

religious experience of my youth.

Those same values are now given voice

and a rationality in the beliefs and assumptions of the critical
paradigm, and the actions of the individuals whom
s

I

have chosen to

tudy
At this point in my meaning making,

have rejected the concepts of

I

knowledge as something that will allow us control and prediction.
Concepts such as validity and generalizability widen the epistemological
My rationale for engaging in an

cage, but they do not allow escape.

activity designed to create new knowledge

is

grounded instead in

concepts of hope and potentiality
My intention in undertaking this research is to further my personal

understanding of the dissonances between my own intersubj ective experience of reality and the objective one in which
this with the hope that,

in so doing,
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I

I

struggle daily.

I

may discover something which

do

will further the understanding of others.

understanding may play
But,

any truth

I

a role

If

I

am successful,

that

in actualizing one potential over another

may encounter will be known only through a
process of

history and praxis.
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CHAPTER II

WHAT WE KNOW: SITUATING THE STUDY
IN TERMS OF CURRENT KNOWLEDGE AND RESEARCH
PRACTICES

Procedural Questions in Choosing a Literature Rrvipm
D oing a literature review for a phenomenological study
poses a

number of questions about research methods and procedures. The very
act
of choosing when and on what one does a literature review can affect
the

course and outcome of the study.

existing knowledge base around

If one immerses oneself in the

a given

phenomenon for which data is

being collected, that could well affect the focus and interpretation of
the phenomenon being studied.

If one chooses to do the literature review

after the collection of data, but before the analysis of data, one gains
from knowing if and how that research can add to one's own

investigation. But it can potentially restrict the insights and

interpretation of the new data.

as an alternative,

If,

wait until after the analysis of one's own data

one chooses to

is complete,

you gain

the freedom of following up on what emerges from the data, but may lose

access to how your findings are already grounded in other research

concerned with the same phenomena.
do the literature review after

I

The choice made in this study was to

gathered the data, but before

I

began

my analysis.
At that point

I

was left with a number of distinct choices

I

could

have reasonably made about what the literature review should focus on.

could have done a review of the literature on the nature of

consciousness and its formation.

Alternatively

I

could have chosen to

discover what was already known about social activists. And,
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I

could

I

have just as justifiably looked at the work
on the use and meaning of

autobiography.

I

chose to discover what kind of knowledge
had already

been produced about social activism and social activist
Neither of these decisions points to

a right or

wrong approach, only

to the process of making choices and to the consequence
that the

processes and the outcomes of the study were influenced by those
choices

Introduction to the Literature Review

Reviewing the literature on activism and activists can be confusing,
not only because of the number of theoretical perspectives from which it
has been approached, but because the terminology is often ambiguous.
Some researchers use the terms "social activist," "political activist,"
or simply "activist" interchangeably and without regard to political

orientation. Others make clear distinctions between political activists
and social activists, as well as between the political orientation,
e.g.,

radical or conservative, of the individuals on whom the research

is focused.

In the literature that distinguishes between the two terms,

"political activist" refers to individuals who take an active part in
the established political process,

for example,

those who vote or are

active in precinct politics and electoral campaigns. The term "social
activist" refers to individuals who are concerned with issues of

societal change and whose activism

is

much broader than political party

on
or electoral politics. At times this literature focuses exclusively

individuals of

a

leftist persuasion; at other times, it seeks to compare

spectrum.
activists on both the left and right of the political
20

An additional obstacle to a comprehensive
review of the literature
is

that concepts are often not precisely defined.
Researchers purporting

to study the same thing may be defining that
thing in a slightly

different way or focusing on

a

different level of meaning. Furthermore,

while the researchers may address the same concept, they
do not always
ask the same questions about an issue and do not always have
the same

interpretation of a particular theoretical perspective.
This review is concerned with social activists and excludes research

which is clearly concerned with political activists as defined above,
regardless of the terms used by the researcher.

It will include

research focused exclusively on those on the left of the political
spectrum, as well as research which seeks to compare left and right wing

activists.

The review will begin with a discussion of the historical

and theoretical roots of the various research agendas which have

dominated this field. That will be followed by reviewing and summarizing
the results of empirical investigations in a number of fields including,

but not limited to, issues of socialization, moral reasoning, psychoIssues of terminology will be

social development and personality.

discussed as they become pertinent

to the overall discussion of

particular research outcomes

A Historical Perspective: Research Rooted in the Concept of Generatio ns
and its Significance to Historical and Social Processes of Change
The Oedipus Complex, Maturation, and Student Movements

From the time of Aristotle, philosophical thought has sought to

explain how biological generations affect social and historical
theories of
processes. Philosophers from Comte to Dilthey developed
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social and historical change based in the concept of
generations.

Ortega y Gassett (1974) described the process of generational
change as
a rhythmic evolutionary development.

As each generation develops from

childhood through adolescence to early adulthood, the period of early
adulthood for one generation brings about conflict between that

generation and the older generation. Eventually the younger generation
takes the mantle of authority and with that mantle institutes at least
some of the changes it had fought for in its youth.

In turn,

that new

generation endeavors to maintain those changes (now the status quo) when
faced with a emerging generation.

Modern theories of generational change have developed from two
competing sets of epistemological assumptions. The first

is a

structural-functional model represented in the work of Parsons,
Eisenstadt, Erikson and others. The second model is based on the concept
of generational consciousness and is represented primarily in the work

of Mannheim.

According to the functionalist model, the most central relationship

between biological generations and social change

is a

period of

rebellion occurring during adolescence or young adulthood. Analysis of
this period of rebellion takes both a psycho-social and a historical

perspective. The psycho-social perspective explains issues of rebellion
the Oedipus
as the interaction of two processes: The psychosis of

known
complex and the natural, healthy life cycle or maturation process
as identity formation (Eisenstadt,

1963;

Erikson,

1963,

1956;

1975; Lipset & Ladd,

Youth or adolescence is seen as

a

Bettelheim,

1963;

Parsons,

1972).

distinct period in the life cycl

The most important
with distinctive personal and social manifestations.
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of these is the healthy need to establish an identity
through rebellion

against parents and other manifestations of authority, i.e.
or the university. This rebellion,

to some extent,

the state

is necessary to the

establishment of a healthy identity. It does, however, carry
pathological overtones because at a subconscious level

it

is also a

rebellion against the father; an attempt to "kill" the father and
through such actions to replace him.
A new generation for us always starts again with Oedipus.
[E]ach new child appears to be a potential bearer of the Oedipal
curse, and patricide remains a much more plausible explanation of
the world's ills than filicide. (Erikson, 1975, p.223)

According to this theoretical perspective, youthful rebellion can
take many forms

-

withdrawal into a sub-culture, delinquency, or simply

the "sowing of wild oats." In the normal course of things,

identity is

successfully established and rebellion is "passed through." Individuals
mature and take up the normal rhythm of life which includes procreation
and commitment to family, work, and the established social order.

Change occurs from generation to generation but under normal conditions
it is gradual and the social equilibrium is maintained.

Certain historical conditions, however, can result in this youthful

rebellion taking the form of a collective social movement.
movements develop in modern, industrialized societies

Such

if social

be
(economic, political) conditions do not permit rising generations to

integrated into the social (economic, political) order," (Weil, 1987,
p.209),

life-cycle.
thus blocking their movement through the normal

The functionalist model views age as the important
due to
differentiating factor for role allocation. However,
achieve
to
difficulty
increasing
societal complexity and the
integration,
psychological, social, political, and economic
articulate 01
movements
Youth
generational alienation occurs.
of which is
consequence
the
reflect generational alienation,
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their attempt to achieve parity and integration
into the center
of society.
Therefore, youth movements appear to be reactions
against the status quo rather than organized,
protracted
revolutions - their members wish to enter and celebrate
society
rather than destroy it.
In this respect, generational revolts
symbolize a search for symmetry and order in the social
universe
rather than a universal desire for change among youth.
(Braungart, 1974, p.36-37)

Most theorists believe that the character and ideological

perspective of youth movements depend on the nature of the historical
circumstance within which a new generation finds itself. Feuer, however,

believed that the deep seated pathological motivations behind student
protest movements would inevitably lead to negative outcomes.

Conflict of Generations (1969) was

a

His The

scathing denunciation of student

movements worldwide. In that book he argued that, while rebellious youth
were often inspired by the noblest of values, they were cursed at the
same time by the Oedipal complex. Much as they were motivated by their

higher values they were driven by the desire to kill their fathers.

Untimely patricide was suicide, which explained why youth movements had
been a violent and destructive force in history.
In contrast,

Eisenstadt (1956, 1963), Bettelheim (1963), Parsons

(1963) Esler (1974), Moller (1974),

and Erikson (1975) argue that

movements may and often do bring about positive change of evolutionary
value, but these authors also emphasize that the opposite can occur.

Regardless of the results of these movements, the fundamental concept in

which these authors based their analysis was the natural generational
intent
structure: that each new generation becomes an older generation

on maintaining the existing order,

toward which

a

new generation carries

authority.
out its needs to establish its own identity and
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Mannheim's Theory of Generational Consciousness and
Research on Social
Activists
Until the 1960s most of the discussion about generational
change was
either entirely theoretical or based on historical analysis of
youth
movements.

There was little or no applied research that actually

focused on activists (i.e., the individuals) involved in these
movements.

Most interpretations of both popular movements and the

activists who led them embraced the life-cycle or maturational
hypothesis, including its Oedipal undertones.

The results of this were

to characterize the individual activists as young people in the throws

of romantic rebellion, who would eventually come to their senses and

accept the basic standards of the social order.

"[L]eft-wing activists

were rebelling against their parents and acting out their family

conflicts in the political arena" (Braungart & Braungart, 1990a, p.294).

While accepting the idea of generational conflict and the need

to

break away from authority, these authors predicted that with adulthood
and its accompanying biological slowdown and increased work and family

responsibilities, social activists would mellow into typical and much
more conservative citizens, who relished their jobs in corporations and

finance and who led conventional, materialistic lives (Braungart &
Braungart, 1990a, 1990b).

During the 1960's researchers interested in the issues of social
change began to focus their attention on individual activists.

There

them the
were a number of reasons for this development, prominent among

change
availability of a cohort of activists from the numerous social

movements that were inspired during that decade.

When the results of

prediction of the
much of that early research did not confirm the
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functionalist model, Mannheim's theory of generational consciousness
and

generational units became a focal point from which further research
has

been analyzed and debated.

Mannheim offered

a theory that

in the process of social change.

emphasizes the role of consciousness

According to Mannheim, social change

was a result of conflict between generations.

functionalist model, rebellion was not
through en route to

a

a

But unlike the

phase of immaturity one passed

proper and desired state of maturity.

Conflict,

and the rebellion it engendered in a new generation, was the very

essence of a new consciousness and therefore of the social change

process

Mannheim built his theory of generational consciousness around the
constructs of generational cohorts, generational units, and historical
uniqueness.

Because of the uniqueness of each historical setting, the

socialization process between generational cohorts

is never complete.

During times of rapid change and upheaval the socialization process
becomes even more difficult. This offers the increased possibility of
departure from the thoughts, actions, and attitudes of preceding
generations.

Thus,

the new generation has an opening or escape from the

processes of socialization with an accompanying opportunity to develop
new consciousness through its "fresh contact" with the socio-historical
milieu.

During these historical periods of change and upheavals,
political
generational cohorts form units which share certain

generational units
convictions or world views. Change agents within
experiences and consciously
"work up" the material of their common
the older generation.
reject the values and thought patterns of
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These

a

change agents are thus able to present to their generation
new thought
patterns, modes of behavior, and values.

Different units within a

cohort may work up the material of their experience in different
ways,

resulting in conflict and antagonism among units of the same
generational cohort, as well as between different generational cohorts.
Biological age was important to Mannheim's definition of

a

generation, but a generation was not restricted to a birth cohort. The

formation of a generational cohort depended on its common location and
destiny within the historical process, "'generation' represents nothing
more than a particular kind of identity of location, embracing related
'age groups'

p.292)

embedded in a historical social process" (Mannheim, 1952,
-

.

A generational unit was constituted by "those groups with the same

actual generation which work up the material of their common experience
in different specific ways..."

(Mannheim, 1952, p.304).

A series of studies begun in the late 1960s lent

a great deal of

empirical support to Mannheim's notion of the existence of continuous
and distinctive generational cohorts and units within

a

historical time

period (Nassis & Abramowitz, 1979; Whalen & Flacks, 1980; Jennings &
Niemi,

1981;

DeMartini, 1983; Jennings, 1987; Fendrich & Tarleau, 1988;

McAdams, 1989).

These studies challenged the hypothesis that individual

activists "mature" out of their rebellious world views and eventually
styles.
adopt mainstream or conventional attitudes and life
that instead
Follow-up studies on youthful left wing activists found

of

hold radical
blending into the mainstream these activists still
moderated
substantially
or left-liberal beliefs. They have not
Some
lives.
movement
their political conviction in their post
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are still involved in Left politics; those who are
not, still
maintain a social conscience and political concerns that
appear
to be a direct result of their participation in
student protest.
(Whalen & Flacks, 1980, p.224)

Furthermore, both their ideological perspectives and their life
styles distinguish them from those who were nonactivist (DeMartini,
1983, p.

199).

They are more likely to be found in the educational or

social service professions.

strong upward mobility.

Their career histories do not indicate

Their average income is less than that of

persons of similar age or socioeconomic and educational background, and
this seems to be a result of conscious and deliberate choice on their

They have rejected many of the occupational and familial

part.

commitments of nonactivists from their own generation (McAdams, 1982,
pp.

4-6).

While former activists are less involved in nonconventional

political activities such as demonstrations, civil disobedience, or acts
of violence,

they have not been depoliticized as

a

result of maturity or

"changing historical circumstances" (Braungart & Braungart, 1990b,
p 209)
.

.

A study done by Braungart and Braungart (1990b) addressing the
issues of different units within a generational cohort followed both
left and right wing student activist leaders.

Their research showed

as well.
these same characteristics to be true of right wing activists

had not abandoned
They also constituted a unique generational unit which
they "blended into
the political convictions of their youth; nor have

the mainstream." Instead,

right of center.

these individuals hold views considerably

As to their life style,

in direct contrast to their

60 's right wing movements have
leftist counterparts, many leaders of
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settled into prestigious and influential positions in
national and state
level politics.
In order to account for the political nature of social
movements and
the ideological perspectives of the activists who carry them
out,

structural-functionalists, for example, Eisenstadt (1956, 1963) and
Parsons (1963), offer the explanation of historical period effect.

Period effect proposes that groups and individuals within a society

respond to the existing social climate.

In a conservative "climate"

individuals will tend to think and act conservatively.

In a liberal

"climate" individuals will be more inclined to think and act in new or

radical ways.

These ways of acting and thinking can vary over the

individual's life-cycle depending on the social/historical climate.

Researchers who have attempted to test this hypothesis have

concluded that period effect does exist.

However, rather than washing

out or accounting for the existence of different generational units,

it

seems to affect the relative positions of all units and mediates the
types of actions in which activists are willing to engage (Braungart &

Braungart,

1980,

1988; Whalen & Flacks,

McAdams, 1989; Weil,

1989;

1980,

1989;

DeMartini,

1985;

Fendrich & Turner, 1989).

That is to say that positions taken by social activists may not be
be
as extreme during certain periods and the tactics they employ may

more acceptable to the status quo, but they are still outside of the

political mainstream.

Furthermore, this "sifting" of perspectives and

statistically
beliefs as a result of period effect does not seem to be

significant.

explanation for
In fact, period effect seems a more likely

activists than for
the youthful views of non-activists and political
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those of social activists, as the latter's views have moved

significantly to the right (Fendrich & Turner, 1989).
If the criterion of changes in the individual's life styles is used
in place of changes in political climate, period effect remains an

inadequate explanation when applied to the political ideology of white

activists of the 1960s. However, it holds some statistically

significance when applied to the political ideology of black activists
of the civil rights movement (Braungart & Braungart, 1980, p.239).

general conclusion is that period effect

is a factor

The

that influences

certain outcomes, but it cannot adequately explain the existence or

continuity of generational cohorts or units.

Mannheim argued that social change movements were indeed
historically based, but rather than being reactions to

a

"social

climate," they were rooted in real changes in individual and collective

consciousness.

Rebellion, when it occurred, was a result of a

generation making new (fresh) meaning of their historical and social
circumstances.

As stated above,

there is a great deal of empirical

evidence supporting Mannheim's hypothesis of generational cohorts and
units.

There is also considerable evidence to suggest that period

effects, while influencing a generational cohort's socio-political

perspective, do not provide an adequate causal explanation.
remains to be tested,
valid,

is

What

if Mannheim's theory is to be seen as internally

and
whether the world views held by these generational units

cohorts are a matter of continuity or change.

The existing research

in terms of two
around this question has been framed and discussed

distinct definitions of the concept of socialization.
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The concept of socialization has gone through
many changes as the

meaning and purpose of fields such as sociology and
psychology have
evolved (Wentworth, 1980, p.13).

There are currently two principle

concepts of socialization that influence social theory and analysis.

First

,

it is possible to use the word socialization to describe the

outcomes of a dialectical process between individuals and their context
-

to say,

in effect,

that socialization is whatever we get from the

interaction between the individual's meaning making processes and the

conditioning or molding processes used by the socializing agents in

his/her life (i.e., parents, institution, friends, etc.).

A second

definition holds that socialization is the process whereby an individual
successfully accommodates him/herself to the existing social order or
context and its standards of behavior and meaning making.

While this

definition makes room for a diversity of outcomes, these outcomes must
be in harmony with the norms, beliefs and behaviors of the existing

social order or context.

They must reflect the intentions of the

socializing agents within an individual's life (Valsiner, 1989, pp
45;

.

43-

White 1977, pp. 1-7).

Unfortunately, researchers often do not make clear the definitions
or the assumptions behind their use of the word socialization.

Thus the

debate between issues of socialization versus new forms of consciousness
is often difficult to follow.

To further confuse the issues,

of
researchers have not yet sorted out which criteria or measurements

socialization should be used to carry on this discussion.
on values and
Most of the research in this area has been focused

belief systems.

And has been grounded in the hypothesis that

if

significantly different from
activists hold values and beliefs that are
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their parents, there is evidence for

a

change in consciousness, i.e., of

having "worked-up" their historical experiences in
"unique ways."

If,

on

the other hand, values and beliefs are essentially the
same between

parents and children, then we are dealing with

a

process of "continuity"

or a socialization phenomenon.

An extensive study by Bengtson (1975) measured the differences and
similarities among children, parents, and grandparents on two values
dimensions: Collectivism/Individualism and Humanism/Materialism.

Bengtson concluded that generational differences in

Collectivism/Individualism values were apparent, but that some effects
of family transmission of values were also evident.

On the

Humanism/Materialism dimension neither generational units nor family
influences was an adequate explanation of the findings.

An extensive longitudinal panel study of youth and their parents
done by Jennings and Niemi (1981) came to similar conclusions. Their

study involved a much more specific set of values and attitudinal

measures as well as a much more diverse group of subjects.

Jennings and

Niemi described their findings as a "a half empty glass," i.e., there
was evidence of both change and continuity.

In trying to interpret

their findings Jennings and Niemi raised the issues that perhaps the

values and perspectives of the parents, as well as their children
values had changed.

s

This led them to hypothesize that adults as well as

youths could change their values and their ideologies.

They speculated

things,
that these changes in adult values could be the result of many

children.
among them exposure to the new value orientations of their
A number of other researchers have

taken a dialectical position on

in favor of socialization
the concept of socialization, and have argued
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or continuity in the transmission of values
from one generation to the

next.

Flacks (1990), believing that there was a
socio-economic basis for

generational change, put forth a "new class" theory.

Much of his

research focused on the family background of activists.
He believes that the first wave of activists comes from
middle and

upper middle class families whose parents worked in the production,

distribution and application of knowledge and culture, rather than
business or industrial production.

This "sub-culture" within the middle

class was proud of their intellect, disdained conventional mass culture

and imbued their children with a desire to serve humanity as opposed to

acquiring wealth and status (Flacks, 1990, p.284).
[T]his stratum contains many whose childhood and adolescent
experience leads them to feel constrained and repelled by many
aspects of the prevailing culture and social order, to be
extremely restless with career opportunities for which they are
programmed, and to have a considerable sense of alternative, more
liberated, personal, and social futures. (Flacks, 1969, p.89)

He concludes that a new class has emerged in the United States,

"a class

which fits many of the criteria of the long sought revolutionary agency"
(Flacks,

1969, p.85).

Aron (1974), while agreeing with Flacks' position on socialization,
produced studies which refuted his claim regarding the significance of
family background or socio-economic status.

Aron found that while

family background was related to ideological factors that inclined an
individual to activism, it was neither a necessary nor sufficient

explanation for activism. There were simply too many other intervening
variables for socio-economic factors to be singled out.
DeMartini (1983, 1985), another proponent of socialization as
"crystallization"
factor contributing to activism, developed the
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a

hypothesis.

In one study he reanalyzed the Jennings and
Niemi (1981)

data and concluded that rather than the activist of the 60

representing a break from their parents

,

's

they seem to be a

"crystallization of parental influence" (DeMartini, 1983,
p.241), or an
effort on the part of the younger generation to bring the values of
their parents to a logical conclusion (Bengtson et al

What constitutes

a

.

,

1974, p.10).

generation and the difference between lineage

analysis and cohort analysis is another source of confusion in the

research findings on political socialization (Cutler, 1977).

Generational lineage is easily defined in terms of children, parents,
grandparents, etc.
simple.

Defining generations in terms of cohorts

is not as

Some researchers choose to define it in terms of birth cohorts.

Others define the cohort in terms of both birth and historical events

definition more in keeping with Mannheim's concept).

(a

Under the latter

definition, any young person in an age group ranging from late teens and

early 20 's who experienced the same "historical milieu" would be

considered a member of

a

generational cohort.

Regardless of the definition used to distinguish between cohort and
lineage,

"generation" is a very sticky methodological problem within

socialization research.

Finding either continuity or change between

lineage generations does not guarantee that a researcher has found

either between cohort generations.

This is in fact what happened in the

longitudinal
Jennings and Niemi study. The youth being studied in this

analysis constituted both

a lineage

and a cohort generation.

Their

generation by either of
parents, however, did not constitute a cohort
the definitions above (Jennings and Niemi,
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1981, p.

309).

The arguments regarding socialization versus
new consciousness

become even murkier when we take note of the different
attributes being

measured under the rubric of values or attitudes.

For example, note the

difference in items measured by Bengtson (1975), whose findings

supported a change in values, and those measured by DeMartini (1985)
who found in favor of contextuality in values.

As criteria for his

measures of Humanism vs. Materialism, Bengtson used terms such as
"equality" and "a world at peace" vs. "financial comfort" and "an

attractive appearance".
vs.

As criteria under the factor of Collectivism

Individualism we find items such as "loyalty" and "patriotism" vs.

"an exciting life" and "personal freedom." DeMartini

's

findings were

based on the measurement of items such as attitudes toward big business,
school parity and school integration.
Thomas (1974) felt that "writers who have argued that

a

counterculture is emerging among the younger generation are

concentrating on the value orientation level, while the debunkers of the

notion of a generation gap have focused almost entirely upon the level
of attitudes" (p.l).

His own research examined the evidence for a

generation gap on three different levels of beliefs.
On the level of beliefs traditionally referred to as attitudes
very little evidence of generational differences was found. At
those concerning authority
the intermediate level of beliefs
there appeared more possibility of generational discontinuity,
especially in relation to legitimacy of national institutions.
,

(p 19)
•

On a third level of beliefs related to more fundamental

epistemological concepts such as time, human nature and humanity

s

conclusive,
relationship to nature, Thomas reported that, while not
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a

number of studies indicate that there may be
striking generational
differences
From yet another perspective, Laufer (1972) offers an
analysis that

focuses on how similar value orientations between generations
result in

very different meaning making and behavioral perspectives as to
how

a

culture should uphold its values.
For the older generation, the movement toward a "humane" society
is moderated by an overriding commitment to the established
institutional framework.
For the young, the validity of the
institutional framework is determined by its responsiveness to
meeting human needs, (p. 235)
If this shift in emphasis is met with enough resistance from the older

generation, and if social problems are experienced as "a product of the

internal logic of the system" (Laufer, 1972, p.235), the new emphasis

becomes self-aware and deliberate (i.e., conscious of itself).

When

this occurs new forms of consciousness which differentiate one

generation from the next develop.
The failure of consensus in these studies is not rooted in

dissimilar outcomes, but in the meaning and interpretation of those
outcomes. The controversy over the role of socialization

definitional differences of the concept.

is

rooted in

This in turn reflects deeper

conflicts concerning the conceptual frameworks under which social
analysis should be carried out.
The difference between DeMartini's (and other socialization

advocates) arguments and that of Thomas and Laufer, however, seems to

hinge on deeper epistemological issues.

DeMartini argues that while

unique
youth do "work-up" the material of their common experience in

ways,

therefore
they use rather than reject their parents' values,

36

socialization plays

a role

in the transmission of alternative values
as

well as dominant values.

Laufer looks at how underlying values get translated into
new
ideologies or world views and concluded that while parents and
children
may hold similar values their consciousness about how to make meaning
of
and act on those values represent a dramatic break from the past.

results are not just a improvisation but a new form of music.

These

These

latter studies are weaker, in terms of the amount of empirical data

available for their support, than other studies discussed in this
review.

The analysis they offer, however, seems more in harmony with

Mannheim's original theoretical construct, as well as with other
constructs which would allow for consciousness as

a causative agent.

Furthermore, while the concepts of interactive versus linear causation

may be an adequate frame from which to debate the meaning of
socialization, it does not follow that having settled that debate, one

understands the relationship between socialization and forms of
consciousness

Psychoanalytical Approaches and the Study of Personality as Ways of
Understanding Social Activism
A second line of research concerned with social activism has sought
to discover personality traits which could account for an individual

sociopolitical beliefs and behavior.

The origins of these personality

traits are believed to be rooted in early socialization experiences,

especially those related to parenting and child rearing practices.
review, are
Social activists, as that term has been defined in this

identified as Radicals.

Sociopolitical beliefs and behaviors are
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s

conceptualized in terms of a left-right continuum;
at the other end of
the continuum is the Conservative

This domain of research has been even more fraught
with controversy

and debates than the research centering on generational
theory.

The

bulk of this line of research took place between the early 1950s and
late 1960s.

More recent work has focused on trying to synthesize and

make sense of the often contradictory findings of early research.
This review will discuss the literature from two perspectives:

The Radical as deviant and neurotic; and,

developmental model.

(b)

(a)

the Radical as a

This will not be a comprehensive review, but will

instead provide illustrations of the various kinds of research that has

been undertaken, as well as discuss the results of other similar works.
In conclusion,

I

will summarize the criticisms that have been directed

toward this line of inquiry and offer my own analysis of the major
findings and outcomes.

Portraits of the Radical as Deviant
To understand the Radical as deviant we must return to Freud and the

concept of the Oedipal complex.

There is a significant body of both

theoretical and empirical literature that explains the radical in terms
of his 1 psychological maladjustment.

The authors,

in most cases,

claim

no intent to be disparaging of the individual's achievements or beliefs

They mean only to illustrate how the individual's behavior (radicalism)

its most literal
In this instance the masculine pronoun is used in
of the subjects in these
sense. That is to say, that the overwhelming major
studies were in fact male.
1
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is a result of psychological deprivation and
unfulfilled personality

needs

Harold Lasswell (1930)

,

in one of the earliest works on the

relationship between personality and ideology, developed a description
of the radical as driven by neurotic impulses and unresolved conflicts

with power and authority. In fact the title of his book

Psychopathology and Politics

is

.

In his Elementary Textbook of Psychoanalysis

.

Charles Brenner (1973)

declares
Little children admire their parents, envy them their authority,
and wish to get rid of one or the other of them in order to
become themselves a parent. As time goes on, these rebellious,
patricidal wishes become unconscious to avoid the anxiety and
guilt associated with them, and in later life they are, as we
have noted, an unconscious part of the motivation for rebellion
against authority in general and of violent revolution in
particular, (p.24)
Perhaps the most illustrative example of this approach

Wolfenstein'

s

(1967) The Revolutionary Personality

.

is

Victor

In this classic work

Wolfenstein develops a Freudian analysis of the lives of Lenin, Trotsky
and Gandhi.

Wolfenstein concludes that, for the most part, all three

men negotiated the oral, anal, and genital phases of psycho soc ial
-

development with some, if not complete, success.

Turning then to adolescence, we found the following situation
to be common to all three men. Each had an unusually ambivalent
relationship with his father...
[I]n all three cases contact with the father was cut off when
high, so
the emotional involvement with him was still extremely
break
that the feelings of guilt that accompany the adolescent
were
with paternal authority, and which in the present cases
already so strong, were kept alive and problematical.
.

[W]hen the nature of the youth's relation to paternal
likely that the
authority is very much at issue, it is extremely
which
individual will be responsive to occupations, of
work throug
to
him
allow
which
one,
is
revolutionary activity
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his conflicts and hopefully resolve them. This
was in fact what
happened here, and thus we hypothesized that the
revolutionist is
one who escapes from the burdens of oedipal
guilt and ambivalence
by carrying his conflict with authority into the
political realm.
For this to happen two conditions must exist: the
conflict with
paternal authority must be alive and unresolvable in the
family
context as adolescence draws to a close, and there must
exist a
political context in terms of which the conflict can be
expressed, (pp. 303-305)

Duncan (1980, 1987) offers an alternative interpretation of the

pathological roots of radical or revolutionary commitment. In

a

psychoanalytic study of life-long activists based on extensive
interviews,

she "explores the psychogenesis and psychodynamics of the

subjects' activism and choice of political role." (1987, p.65).

concludes that the classical Oedipal theory is inadequate.

She

It is her

thesis that
if we focus exclusively on radicalism as a symbolic gratification
of the patricidal impulse, crucial dynamics actually escape us;
these are the deep hurt and despair that often underlie the anger
and hatred, and the function of activity to defend against an
unacceptable craving for quiescence (1980, p. 256).

Duncan believes that the anger and hatred that drives the activist

is

in

reality a defense against "inadmissible feelings of pain and despair"
(1987, p.67).

This pain and despair flows "in part from the subjects'

relationship with their first love object, the mother" (1980, p.56).
The significance of this perspective, according to Duncan,

is

that it

allows us to conceptualize radical activism in terms of psychic conflict

rather than as sublimation (1980, p.256).

Another example of the radical as deviant and neurotic

is

offered by

Michael Neumann (1988) in What's Left: Radical Politi cs and the Radical,
Psyche

.

Neumann's book is an example of recent critics of "political

correctness." Neumann does not wish to destroy the left
stance.

s

ideological

principles from
He claims instead that he hopes to save radical
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those who have placed their neurotic desire to
be

a radical"

or

a

revolutionary" above the principles they espouse.
Sixties radicals were not just self-interested; they
were selfobsessed, and their self -obsession took the convoluted
form of
obsession with their commitment to others. Their own
commitment
to their cause became more important than the cause
itself, and
the demands of their obsession were at odds with their
political
objectives. (Neumann, 1988, p. 5)

Neumann contends that, at

a

come to mean being "like unto"

psychological level, being radical has
-

attempting to model oneself into an

ideal of mythological proportions.

After a lifetime of involvement with

leftist movements, he has come to the conclusion that radicals do not
care about their causes per se; they care about the opportunity these

causes provide them to prove their moral superiority, to set themselves

apart from inferiors who do not know or understand and above all do not

have the courage to act.
The psychological dimension is explicit. The problem with the
world's injustices is that they make everyone neurotic. Fanon
The
started out by studying mental illness in the Third World)
Rebel, by definition, is someone who rises above all this.... In
so doing, he [sic] acquires a superior personality, (p. 9)
.

Neumann argues that this state of superiority has become the true
cause or "holy principle" of radicalism.

And,

ironically,

this "holy

principle" is the same whether one is a leftist or a rightist.

The only

thing that remains to separate the psyche of the radicals from those of
the fascists is their "factual beliefs"

(Neumann,

1988, p.

25).

Portraits of the Radical as a Developmental Model: Studies of
Psycho-Social Development and Moral Reasoning
There are two lines of research to be found in the literature on
models. One
radicals which portray them in terms of developmental

is

the subjects of
comprised of studies that have used social activists as
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the research. The second looks at the
relationship between personality

traits and political beliefs or attitudes.

Charles Hampden-Turner

'

s

1970 publication Radical Man: The Process

o^, Psycho-Social Development is a prime example of
an empirical study

portraying both the social activist of the 1960s and radical
ideology

as

development ally advanced. Hampden-Turner presents a theoretical
model of

psycho-social development which encompasses the attributes of
perception, self-esteem and ego development, risk-taking, capacity for

intimacy and empathy, and moral reasoning.
His model not only organized thousands of individual research
findings from nearly two hundred research studies, but it
conceptualizes a large number of contemporary social and
political events: student rebellion, Vietnam protest, the
psychology of violence and militarism, the vogue of "sensitivity
training," the anomie which plagues advanced industrial society,
and the destructive effect of technology upon our lives.
(Hampden-Turner, 1970, p. iii)

All of his evidence points to a depiction of the social activist as

an individual who is more creative, competent, self - affirming

,

empathic,

tolerant and loving; more willing to take risk, question authority and
tradition, and act on moral principles than other humans.

Most of the work on activists and moral development relies on

Kohlbergian model.

a

One of the earliest works in this area was the study

by Hann, Smith and Block (1968).

The authors used Kohlberg's Scale of

Moral Reasoning to assess the moral reasoning of individuals who chose
to commit an act of civil disobedience by "sitting- in" during the

Berkeley Free Speech Movement (FSM)

.

The major finding of that research

showed a curvilinear relationship between the decision to sit and scores
on the moral reasoning scale.

In order words the individuals who were

willing to take such action had scores at either the highest (most
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development ally advanced) or lowest (least
developmental^ advanced) end
of the scale.
While students at Level III (Stages
5 and 6 of the scale)
were dlsproportionally represented, there was
a substantial minority of
Level

I

(specifically Stage

2)

subjects among males.

The results of this study, however, were criticized
on the grounds
that the scoring system used for the scale was
inaccurate. An analysis

by Turiel (1974) of the transitional stages, included within
the three
step scale,

Stage

2

indicated that many of the individuals being categorized
at

(Level I) were actually in transition from Stage 4 to Stage

(Level III)

.

On the basis of this analysis,

5

it was hypothesized that a

restructuring of the scoring system would probably show an even stronger
relationship between FSM protesters and the higher stages of moral

development
The scoring system was in fact revised and the results of the

original study by Hann et al

.

reanalyzed by Candee and Kohlberg (1987).

Results of that reanalysis did in fact show

curvilinear pattern.

a

linear rather than a

The stage of moral reasoning proved the most

theoretically important correlate to the decision to sit in on grounds
that it was right to sit in (deontological choice) and on the basis of

moral type (types judged to be more developmentally advanced) (Candee
and Kohlberg, 1987,

p.

554).

Further support for these results can be

found in Keniston's (1968) research on the values and ideals of 1960s

activists and in Thomas's (1986) work on values as predictors of social

activism
A number of other researchers have produced evidence supporting

strong relationship between values or moral reasoning and social
activism.

Shelton and McAdams (1990) found highly significant
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a

relationships among morality, liberal political
orientations and empathy
among high school students. Westman and
Lewandowski

(

1991 )

found a

negative relationship between egocentrism and
support for war and high
scores on both Kohlberg's Moral Development Scale
and Erikson's model of

psychosocial development using
(

1979 )

a student population.

Gutkin and Suls

looked at the relationship between ethical attitudes
and moral

reasoning ability.

They found a small, but theoretically significant

relationship between college students who endorsed the "ethics of

personal conscience" versus the "morality of conventional roleconformity" and moral reasoning. The ethics of personal conscience can
be assumed to relate to radicalism while the "morality of conventional

role-conformity" can be related to conservatism.
The debate around radicals as deviant versus as developmental models
like that of socialization is exacerbated by issues of definition and

epistemological assumptions. With the exception of Neumann's
perspective, the controversy

is

steeped in conflicting attitudes and

beliefs about the social structure and reality. One stance would portray
the rejection of the "the way things are" and the need or the drive to

change the existing social order as being driven by pathological forces.
This interpretation holds true regardless of the principles or values
that seem to motivate the individuals in question.

The second stance

sees this need or drive as being propelled by evolutionary forces and

places that deduction in a framework of values and principles.

Neumann

tries to straddle the fence, by supporting the "radical principles" of

activism while rejecting activists on grounds of their "neurotic
desire

.
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Highlights of Empirical Studies on the Relationship
Between Attribut es
of Personality and Sociopolitical Behaviors
A specialized research agenda which has provided
evidence supporting

both of the perspectives discussed above, i.e., the
deviant versus

developmental model, has been the studies on personality
traits and

sociopolitical behavior or ideology.
Before beginning this discussion it may prove helpful to address
some definitional issues.

The concept of personality and how it is

defined can be very confusing.

addressed as

Personality, in this literature,

multidimensional concept.

a

The attributes of which it is

most often a composite include, but are not limited to
(feelings about self and others),

joining groups),
abilities),
bad) and,

(d)

(e)

(c)

(b)

is

(a)

affect

behavior (voting, going to church,

cognition (thinking, reasoning and other mental

values (ideals about what is right or wrong, good or

other belief systems about truth and social reality.

Most

of the articles in this review focus on this multidimensional scheme of

personality and sociopolitical behavior.

A few of the studies, however,

focus on a single dimension of personality such as cognitive

functioning
Sociopolitical behavior, in most cases,

is

conceived of as existing

on a one -dimensional continuum from Conservative to Radical.

The terms

Conservative and Radical are meant to describe "a general factor

underlying the entire field of social attitudes, much the same as
intelligence is conceived as a general factor which partly determines

abilities in different areas" (Wilson, 1973, p.3).

These terms are not

meant to relate directly to political party affiliation or predilections
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toward specific economic and social
theories, although these often

overlap
In the simplest terms, Conservatives
support the status quo,

favoring and believing in traditional institutions
and social
organization.

They are therefore resistant to change that
would be

disruptive of established traditions and norms.

As a further

consequence, conservative individuals will be cautious
and less willing
to take risks that might result in a disruption of the
existing social

order.

He/she could, however, be very active in and committed to
change

that would result in a re - institution of some social form he/she
feels

has been lost or is in danger.

Radicals, on the other hand, seek to

change the status quo, are less reliant on authority or tradition as

determinants of social behavior, and are willing to engage in activity

directed toward social change even if the outcome of that behavior

is

unknown or seen as risky.
The first empirical studies seeking to discover relationships

between personality types and sociopolitical behavior were based on Eric
Fromm's (1941) concept of the authoritarian personality. Fromm believed
that certain cultural patterns could result in whole classes of people
in whom the sado-masochistic character was typical, although the people

involved were "normal" from a psychological perspective. A character
type Fromm labeled authoritarian.
[T]he sado-masochistic person is always characterized by his
He admires authority and tends to
attitude toward authority.
same
time he wants to be an authority
submit to it, but at the
himself and have others submit to him.... The Fascist systems call
themselves authoritarian because of the dominant role of
authority in their social and political structure. By the term
"authoritarian character" we imply that it represents the human
basis of Fascism (p. 186)
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Although not all have used the term
authoritarian, many researchers
have since tried to develop empirical studies
designed to capture and

measure characteristics of this personality type
first described by
Fromm.

Most of the approaches that will be discussed
below were

supposedly designed to measure personality traits, not
ideologies.
Nevertheless, the very designs of the studies lead to the
emergence of

correlations between the two concepts.
first such research effort was conducted by Adorno, Frenkel-

Brunswik

,

Levinson and Sanford. In 1950 they published The Authoritarian

Personality

.

The most widely used instrument of the measure of

personality traits to come out of this study was the F-Scale, so-called
because it was designed to measure elements of what the authors

considered to be the Fascist personality. These traits primarily focused
on (a) dislike and mistrust of minorities and other individuals who

deviated from standardized social norms,

(b)

obedience to authorities

such as parents, the church and the state, and (c) belief in the

superiority of one's own group.
In this study,

as well as a number of subsequent studies, high F-

scale scores correlated with both conservative beliefs and social

attitudes, and with conservative political affiliations.

Low F-scale

scores were found to correlate with radical beliefs and social

attitudes, and with radical or liberal political affiliations.
Hans Eysenck (1981) believed that authoritarianism and the

personality traits associated with it were not the exclusive property of
individuals with conservative political ideologies, and that in fact
individuals at the extremes of both ideological positions would possess
these traits.

He held that the relationship between personality traits
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(such as dogmatism, paranoia,

intolerance and hatred of "out-groups,"

poor self-esteem, repressed sexuality, inferior
cognitive functioning,
and willingness to use Machiavellian tactics) and
radical ideology are
not only self-evident, but based on convincing scientific
evidence.
a few examples of the common sense,

As

or self evident, relationship he

points to the repressiveness of Communist regimes in both Russia
and
East Germany and to the anti-Semitism and ethnic prejudices shown by
the

French and other Communist parties

(p

.

235).

Eysenck's (1957) evidence was based on his T-scale, designed to

measure the cognitive traits of tough-mindedness and tender-mindedness
and his R-scale meant to measure non-economic radicalism. His own

empirical studies (Eysenck, 1957; Eysenck & Coulter, 1972; Eysenck &
Wilson, 1978), as well as those of researchers such as Shils (1954),

Wilson (1973)

,

and McClosky and Chong (1985) point to very similar

conclusions; supporting Eysenck's thesis that extremists at both ends of
the political continuum exhibit personality traits associated with

authoritarianism. These results, however, strengthen rather than weaken
the evidence of a relationship between authoritarian personality traits

and conservative political ideology.
In a 1978 update of his original work, Eysenck wrote,

"there can be

no doubt that conceptions like the authoritarian personality, dogmatism,

Machiavellianism, ethnocentricity
are not unrelated,

,

tough-mindedness, conservatism, etc.,

and indeed overlap to a considerable extent

(Eysenck

& Wilson, pp. vii-viii).

Stone's 1980 review of the literature points out that while Eysenck
extremists of both
and other researchers have found correlations between
traits, the
ideological persuasions and authoritarian personality
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percentage of individual subjects found
to have such traits was

significantly lower at the radical end of
the continuum (Stone, 1980,
pp.

9-12).
In another attempt to devise an ideologically
unbiased measure of

personality, Rokeach (1960) designed an instrument
to measure what he

called "Dogmatism." He believed that the structure of
one's thought,
i.e.,

the rigidity with which one's thoughts were held,

distinguished from the content of thought. The
attribute of open-mindedness versus

should be

D- scale measured the

close -mindedness which Rokeach

believed to be attributes related specifically to cognition rather the
broader concept of personality.
Rokeach'

s

(1960)

findings were mixed. He found no difference in

attributes such as age, education, and general intelligence, although he
found dogmatists of both the right and left on factors such as

intolerance of ambiguity, anti - subj ectiveness
rigidity, and submission to authority.

,

censorship, stereotyping,

He also found that "conservative

students were significantly more authoritarian, dogmatic, ethnocentric,
opinionated, and rigid than radical students"

(p.

420).

In his later work on values, Rokeach (1973) wrote that
the major variations in political ideology are hypothesized to be
fundamentally reducible, when stripped to their barest essence,
to opposite value orientations concerning the political
desirability or undesirability of freedom and equality in all
their ramifications, (p. 169)

While he did not believe that values could predict social activism,

Rokeach did assert that those who are most involved in political or
social activism will have the most extreme belief, positive or negative,
in freedom or equity or both freedom and equity (p.
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211).

Wilson and Paterson developed a fourth
measure called the C-scale in
an effort to address methodological criticisms
of the previous scale

discussed above. In a study published in
1973, Wilson measured
attributes of liberalism-conservatism against items
from the F-scale,

Eysenck R-Scale, and other scales discussed above.

Wilson (1973)

concluded that
t he social attitude items of the FRE- and D-Scales are
all orderable along a single dimension, best called liberalismconservatism. Neither conceptually nor empirically does there
appear to be any ground for distinguishing authoritarianism and
conservatism - except that the former may be regarded as a
somewhat more particular case of the latter, (p. 33)
[

]

,

,

A number of researchers have approached these issues from slightly
different perspectives.

Lipset (1960) distinguished between political

and economic conservatism.

He found that the lower classes tend to be

economically liberal but have many of the cognitive and personality
traits associated with authoritarianism.

The upper classes, however,

tend to be economically conservative, but liberal in their

sociopolitical ideology.
Tomkins (1963) looked at the issue from the standpoint of beliefs
about human nature.

human nature

is

He concluded that individuals who believe that

basically good are more democratic, empathic,

egalitarian, trust their feelings, and have a humanistic philosophy of
science.

On the other hand individuals who believe that human nature

is

basically evil tend to be authoritarian, judgmental and punitive, fear
their feelings, believe in hierarchical relationships, and have

a

positivistic philosophy of science.
Other researchers have concluded that looking at multidimensional
aspects of personality was not the most effective way to identify causal
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relationships between personality and
political ideology.

They have

therefore isolated specific attributes of
personality for study.
Sidanius (1985, 1988) looked at the relationship
between dimensions of

sociopolitical ideology, i.e., general conservatism,
racism, politicaleconomic conservatism, religion, sexual repression, and
authoritarianism, and the cognitive traits of complexity

,

flexibility,

and tolerance of ambiguity.
Sidanius'

specific

1985 study is important for two reasons. First,

the

cognitive traits most often found to be associated with

conservatism in the past had been lack of complexity, rigidity, and
intolerance of ambiguity.

Secondly,

in the research design he was able

to overcome one of the major methodological criticisms leveled against

research in this area. Previously, researchers had not been able

to make

reliable assessments of the relationship between cognitive functioning
and belief systems because the assessments of cognitive function, other

than IQ scores or grade point averages, were made on the basis of

passive responses to survey questions.
To remedy this,

Sidanius used a variety of direct, active tests of

cognitive processing rather than relying solely on passive responses.

Only after establishing the level of cognitive functioning were
participants tested on their sociopolitical beliefs.
were very interesting.

Sidanius'

findings

Extremists on both ends of the political

spectrum scored high on cognitive abilities, especially in terms of
cognitive complexity, producing
cognitive ability and ideology.

a

curvilinear relationship between
That curvilinear relationship, however,

was in the opposite direction of earlier studies showing relationships

between extremists at both ends of the political spectrum. That
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is

to

say,

extremists scored higher than moderates on
the cognitive attributes

of complexity and tolerance of ambiguity.

On the other hand,

the

results also revealed a linear relationship among
racism, punitiveness,
sexual repression, cognitive rigidity and conservatism.

These results are explained in terms of which dimensions
of

conservatism were being assessed.

When dimensions related to general

conservatism like party affiliation and economic conservatism were
considered, extremists on both ends of the political spectrum showed

Qtaatsv cognitive skills.

When those attributes more closely associated

with authoritarianism were considered, scores on cognitive processing
were low.
Sidanius extends these results and the results of other studies he
has undertaken to an explanation he calls context theory.
Briefly, the reasoning behind this context theory is that it is
not what one believes but rather how one has come to believe it
which has implication for the nature of one's information
processing and intellectual abilities.
People can acquire sociopolitical attitudes either by active, independent and selfdriven incorporation of certain beliefs and values into their
larger belief system or by conforming to the major beliefs and
values of the dominant society around them. (Sidanius, 1985, p.
639)

Furthermore, he posited that what is considered extremist will depend on
the social -political context.

Individuals who take extreme position are

by definition being more active, independent and self -driven which in

return would imply that they are functioning at higher cognitive levels
than individuals who passively accept prevailing norms and beliefs

systems
As has been alluded to above, these studies are by no means

considered decisive.

Not only have the research findings been

contradictory, they have also been criticized on grounds of
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methodological soundness as well as ideological
bias.

Nonetheless, a

very clear pattern as to the nature of the
underlying disagreements has
emerged.

The supposition for which there is less
empirical support

is

that there is no relationship between ideology
and psychological

attributes.

The question remaining is what are the relationships
and

how can those relationships be accounted for, i.e., which
aspects or
attributes are related and/or interrelated to what kinds of
ideology

beliefs or political behaviors?
There are two primary relationships that have emerged in the process
of empirical investigation, and have therefore dominated academic
debate.

The first is that there is a linear relationship between

certain characteristics that

a

democratic society should consider most

desirable or "developed" and radical political ideology.

represented in authoritarian personality theory.

This is

The second outcome is

that there is a curvilinear relationship between certain characteristics

seen as least desirable or "developed" and extremist on both the right
and left of the ideological continuum.
theory.

This is represented in extremist

A third perspective, represented by Sidanius' work, is that the

relationships are more complicated than can be understood from either of
the above positions.

This view posits that the relationships can not be

understood outside of a contextual analysis.
There are also numerous methodological criticisms concerned with
issues of the validity of scale construction and/or with the research
design. These are criticisms of the type found in all social science

research when it fails to meet the demands of proof imposed by the
natural sciences.

53

My own synthesis of this literature

is

as follows.

There is no

reason to believe that there is any correlation
between intelligence or
general measures of mental health and sociopolitical
behavior

Individuals of any ideological persuasion can possess
above average

cognitive abilities, as well as be susceptible to neurosis,
poor-self
esteem, dysfunctional interpersonal relationships and other

psychological maladjustments.

In fact the contradictory findings mostly

cluster around the following dimensions of personality: Cognitive
functioning, especially measures of intelligence and cognitive
complexity; measure of affect and mental health; and, socio-economic

background
Around other dimensions there

is some very strong convergence.

The

general weight of the literature is that correlations have been found,
in a linear direction, between conservatism and a cluster of related

personality characteristics on each of the major personality measures
that have been designed to date.

Specifically these characteristics include, but are not limited
(a)

Cognitive rigidity,

(b)

punitiveness,

(c)

racial prejudice,

to:

(d)

submission relationships to authority coupled with the desire to
dominate others,

(e)

ethnocentrism coupled with

a fear of and a need to

control and dominate those who are not of one's own group,

(f)

fixed and

uncompromising ideas of morality, particularity but not exclusively in
terms of sexual behavior, and,

(g)

compulsiveness, militarism and

nationalism
Radicals are less likely to be authoritarian, dogmatic and closeminded.

They are, in fact, likely to possess the opposite traits. In

keeping with the theme of the Radical as
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a

developmental model,

contrasted against the Conservative, we can
say that: Radicals believe

m

the egalitarian distribution and use of
power, and that situation and

context rather than rules and regulations should
determine moral and
social behavior; they value diversity and are
committed to changing the
social structure in ways that are consistent with these
principles.
This argument might be further strengthened by raising the
question of

whether the individuals being studied under the rubric of Radical
actually constitute

a

coherent population in terms of their socio-

political outlook.
The individuals studied by researchers such as Eysenck were

primarily individuals who associated themselves with organized political
parties and groups, individuals who we can presume accepted the "dogma"
of the party and group with whom they chose to affiliate themselves.

The majority of the subjects studied by Hann et al

.

,

or Hampden- Turner

represent individuals making specific and "independent" moral choices.

Against the criticism that such outcomes are biased and

ideologically motivated,

I

would respond that the fact that there is

great deal of empirical evidence that support these relationships

neither biased nor ideological. The ideological bias

is

a

is

instead found in

the judgment that one set of beliefs or behaviors is to be preferred

over the other.

In making a statement that it is possible to interpret

the research finding in such a way as to conclude that Radicals can be

seen as a developmental model,

I

have in fact revealed my own bias.

My

bias, however, does not constitute a bias in the empirical outcome of
the research.

In fact, we are now in a social and political climate

where "liberal" can be considered a dirty word and where calls for
tolerance and diversity are seen as

a form of
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political oppression from

Che left.

The Ideological significance of
this research has not yet

been determined by the forces of history.
Having made the above argument, there

is yet

another very persuasive

set of criticisms to be leveled against these
research projects. These

criticisms question the very epistemological assumptions
on which this
whole research endeavor is based.
The most obvious difficulty with the dominant strategy
is its
inability to isolate causal direction in the relationship
among
variables.
Almost all investigations tacitly assume that
personal needs, motives, dispositions, or characteristics
causally influence political behavior. The reverse possibility
is
seldom discussed.
Yet in most cases the possibility that
political participation may influence personal dispositions is
not only plausible, but compelling: e.g., if a political movement
emphasizes the use of aggression or is conflict prone,
participation could well influence the participant's scores on an
a SS ress i° n indicator.
Similarly, depending on the character of
the movement, the individual could be moved toward greater
optimism (or pessimism), affiliation, distrust, altruism, selfesteem, and the like. (Gergen and Ullman 1977, p. 432)

Gergen and Ullman also criticize this line of research for its
assumption about linear relationships between variables and its failure
to entertain non-linear relationships and multiple determinants

432-433).

(pp.

This linearity in thinking is also arguably present in the

assumptions made about the relationships between group or party

affiliation and ideology.

While, there will obviously be correlations,

affiliations are indicative of

a

general set of beliefs and values.

Ideological stances on the other hand are related to consciousness or

world views as well. Consciousness

is a more

encompassing concept than

beliefs or values in that it incorporates perspective on the
interactions between how one works towards ones goals and the actual

achievement of those goals.
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In addition,

and related to the above, many theorists
have begun to

question the assumption that personality is

a fixed,

unchanging

phenomenon, put in place by early parental and other
socialization
practices.

The short portion of this review which follows
will deal

with the literature on social activists that begins to
consider such

a

standpoint

Other Research Perspectives: Issues of Context and Interactions
There is a very small body of literature that has looked at social

activists and social activism from a variety of perspectives in addition
to the ones that have been discussed above.

These studies fall under a

number of theoretical rubrics. This review will address:

(a)

Studies in

the areas of cognitive functioning that look at the issues of "locus of

control;" (b) resource mobilization as that field addresses the

recruitment of activists into social change movements; and,
span development.

(c)

life-

There are very few studies available in these areas

that specifically address the social activist.

Those that do, have one

thing in common: They offer theoretical analyses that are contextual and

interactive
Rotter, et al

.

(1962)

first proposed a relationship between

internal - external control and action- taking

.

Their hypothesis was that

internals (individuals who believe their actions influence the outcome
of events) were more likely to become involved in social or political

activities than externals (individuals who believe they have no power
effect outcomes)

.

to

They then devised the Rotter I-E Scale for testing

study
this hypothesis. Gore and Rotter (1963) carried out an empirical

taking
and found that not only were internals more prone to action57

,

they

were more likely to engage in extreme
forms of actions.

There were many

subsequent studies with conflicting results.
Some of these studies

confirmed the original relationship proposed
by Rotter and associates.
Other studies show a relationship in the
opposite direction and some
studies reported no relationship.
In a 1983 study, Klandermans undertook a
reanalysis of 20 years of

research on the relationship between I-E and action taking,
reviewing
and reanalyzing over 30 studies.

Klandermans offered

a

complex

hypothesis that took into account the interaction between context and
locus of control. He proposed that both internal and external would

engage in action taking under different conditions. In order to do this,
he incorporated aspects of both value expectancy and political ideology
into his analysis.

His results lend pivotal support to the following

suppositions
1.

Externals will engage in socio-political action taking if
on objective and/or ideological grounds they feel powerless
and value a decrease in their sense of powerlessness.

2.

Internals will engage in socio-political action taking if
they wish to change a situation and have the opportunity to
do so

3.

Those who reject the status quo are more likely to take action
if they are externals.

4.

Those who support the status quo are more likely to take
action if they are internals.

5.

If one comes from an "underprivileged" group, internality
would not represent a realistic view of ones' situation. In
this instance, the cognitive factor that would most influence
action taking would be whether one blamed the system or
oneself for ones' condition.

Another study by O'Neil, et al

.

(1988) explored the relationship

between I-E scores and social change activism. The authors were
specifically interested in why individuals becomes committed and
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involved in causes that do not affect their
own welfare.

significant relationship between three elements

-

They found a

a sense of

personal

power, a values commitment to justice coupled
with a belief that the

world is unjust.
The field of resource mobilization is yet another
discipline that
has sought to explain social activism.

Until recently, this field had

taken a single dimensional approach to explanations of how
individuals

become involved in social action.

In the early 1970s,

values and attitudes as causative factors.

the focus was on

In the late 1970s,

the focus

was on issues of class and other societal infrastructures (Cable, et
al.

,

1988,

pp.

951-52)

As an example of a more recent approach, Cable, et al

.

(1988)

investigated how individuals from four different organizations became
involved in anti-nuclear activism after the Three Mile Island accident.

Focusing on activists affiliated with the four most dynamic and
robust community groups in the TMI area after the first eighteen
months of political struggle, [they] attempt to assess the
relative importance of numerous structural and social
psychological variables in accounting for their recruitment and
commitment processes, (p. 953)
Individuals from the four groups differed on a number of dimensions.
In terms of their motivations for becoming involved, some individuals

became involved because they saw the issues as imperative

being of their local community.

the well

Others became involved because they saw

the issues in more cosmopolitan terms,

future generations.

to

i.e,

affecting the nation or

Some of the individuals had had previous social

movement experience and considered themselves liberals.

Other

participants had no pervious experience as activists and tended to vote
Republican.

Some individuals shared close personal and social networks
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with fellow activists, while others did not
relate to fellow activists
at all outside the requirements of their
commitment to the organization

Some participants had been recruited into an
organization through

friends and acquaintances; others had joined on their
own initiative.

While ideological and tactical differences among the four
groups

tended to cluster around the factors of local versus cosmopolitan

motivations the authors concluded:

Recruitment and commitment patterns appear to depend on
complex interactions between and among grievances, existing
networks, and prevailing ideologies. When a suddenly imposed
grievance fits congruently within the ideological predispositions
of existing networks of the aggrieved population, protest
mobilization patterns utilizing such networks are likely....
When, on the other hand, the grievance poorly fits the dominant
ideologies of existing networks within aggrieved populations, new
grievance specific networks and ideologies are likely to be
formed
.

.

If such clear cut differences in models of recruitment and
commitment existed among protest groups responding to the same
general set of grievance, how much more likely is it that
distinct theoretical models will be necessary for different
collectives responding to a wide variety of grievance factors?...
Rather than seeking some single model of activist recruitment and
commitment, consisting of structural and/or social psychological
variables, social movement analysts should assume that there are
multiple models and then get on with the more useful work of
specifying the conditions under which one or another is more
appropriate. (Cable, et al
1988, p. 966)
.

,

The last research focus which will be explored in this review is

life-span (or life course) development.

Life-span development

encompasses the concept of life-cycle (innate biological and

psychological process) theory, but

is

more expansive and comprehensive

as it is concerned with the interaction between the biological,

psychological, the socio-cultural and the historical.

the

Life-span

development is also most often concerned with probable relationship
rather can causal relationships.
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As of this writing only two studies
purporting to take a life-span

development approach were found.

Both of them were by the same authors

who at early periods in their research careers
had investigated

generational theory.

The first, Braungart and Braungart (1990a),
was

mentioned early in this review.

It was a comparative study between both

right- and left-wing youth activists leaders of the 1960s.
study,

The second

Braungart and Braungart (1990b), was a comparative study of

student movements from the 1930s and the 1960s. In each of these studies
the authors report that the most salient explanation for both individual

activism and the development of

a

movement was the interaction between

psychological and social aspects of the life-cycle, the socialization of
family and friends, and the historical events and opportunities that
took place during the activist's youth.

In the 1990a study,

the authors

offer evidence that the interactions took place at both an aggregate and
an individual level.

While there were surprisingly similar patterns of life-cycle
development and generational dynamics for both SDS [Students for
a Democratic Society] and YAF [Young Americans for Freedom]
leaders, what set each group apart were their socialization
experiences. Political socialization provided the foundation for
interpreting generational events and defining one's political
identity. Although SDS and YAF leaders grew up together during
the same time in history and were at a similar stage of lifecycle development, their diverse socialization experiences
prompted them to perceive and organize their generational
experiences in contrasting ways and to respond to the events of
the 1960s by organizing opposing generation units on the
political left and right, (p. 280)
At the individual level, while these three phenomenon were all

important,

they did not always combine in the some way.

historical events seem to be the most important factor.

For some,
For others,

it

ideas
was the socialization of family and friends or the exposure to new

For still others, meeting the needs

through books and other mass media.
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of identity formation and establishing
themselves as individuals with

values and ideas of their own seemed the most
important factor
(Braungart & Braungart, 1990a, p.280).

While these two studies clearly side with

a

conceptualization based

in socialization as opposed to one based in a new form
of consciousness,

they

-

as well as the others discussed in this section

-

are a promising

change in that they seek an interactive and contextual understanding
of
social activism.

The overwhelming impetus in both the natural and

social sciences is in the direction of accepting the complex and

interactive nature of causal relationships, and to think in terms of

probabilities and patterns as opposed to predictability or discrete
outcomes

Summary

While the issue of contextuality remains

a

point to keep in mind,

I

believe that there are two other points that need to be clarified and
indicate two remarkably consistent patterns running through these
studies. The first point for clarification is a technical one related to

research methods. The second is based on uncovering how the assumptions
and presuppositions of the theorist or researcher may have influenced
their interpretation and meaning making. These assumptions concerns the

researchers' beliefs about the desirability and/or inevitability of the

existing social order which in turn affects their assumptions and

presupposition about the use and meaning of the concept of
socialization
As to the first point which
or techniques,

I

I

described as one of research methods

propose an alternative to the assumption that the
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differences between studies showing curvilinear
relationship and those
showing linear relationships between radicals and
certain values,

behaviors and personality traits, etc. represent divergent
outcomes of
studies on the same or similar populations.

I

reiterate my early stance

that they may well represent studies of different populations.
In

suggesting this

I

am also suggesting that individuals who seek radical

change in the existing social order do not comprise a coherent

population anymore than do those individuals who take

it for granted

and/or wish to preserve that order. This position reaffirms the validity
of those studies showing that some individuals who have accepted or

adopted extreme leftist ideologies may also have very authoritarian
tendencies within their psychological makeup.
The second point can be clarified by returning to the discussion of

paradigms found in Chapter

I

.

Clearly much of the controversy in these

research findings lies in a judgment about the desirability or

undesirability of radically altering the social order. The desire to
maintain the system as it

is or to change it may come from a number of

sources. One of those sources being the consistency of the exiting order

with one's values and interests. The explanation most likely to apply

to

those theorists and researches who concluded that radicalism represents
some form of deviance is their belief that the social order is as it is

supposed to be

-

that it is governed by laws and regularities.

In other

words, the meaning making of these theorists and researchers is rooted
in a positivist paradigm.

It is from this view of reality that

and
individuals who do not accept (read adjust to) the existing order

understood as deviant
who actively seek to change it must logically be
in the throes of
or neurotic at some level, or alternatively as
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adolescent rebellion. This would be true
regardless of the values or
ideals which motivate this desire. It is also
from this perspective that
a

definition of socialization which understands the
concept in terms of

a

linear causal relationships and would therefore
see the failure of the

socialization process as one of the possible causes of
this deviant

behavior
On the other hand, a researcher or theorist operating out
of either
interpretive or critical paradigm would be logically "free" to
interpret radicalism as a developmental model. These same theorists are
also free to distinguish between types and forms of radicalism, seeing
some form of activism as motivated by positive forces and other as

motivated by negative forces. The interpretivist

,

however,

is

naturally

inclined to look for explanations that place the interaction of existing
social reality and the individual's meaning making on fairly equitable
footing, outside of concepts such as hegemony and power/knowledge

complexes

,

and to think of change as a gradual process which builds on

rather than departs from existing social constructions. Such assumptions

about dialectic processes and change natural lead to interpretations of

activism in terms of socialization (e.g., continuity or crystallization
of values )

From a critical perspective, labelling a new form of meaning making
or consciousness as an outcome resulting from the dialectic between the

individual and culture would be possible. It would, however, prove to be
fairly weak as an analytical tool. Conceptualizing socialization as one
of the means by which hegemony and domination are maintained is a much

more powerful tactic. Those behaviors and meaning making patterns that
would
overcome and/or operate outside and beyond the forces of hegemony
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be of great conceptual importance. These
new meaning making and

behavioral patterns would tend to be understood
in terms of the
formation of new ideologies or new ways of knowing
with greater
theoretical meaning that could be accorder them if
they are alone seen
as one of the many possible outcomes of a socialization
process.

Concentrating on aspects of newness, "freshness" and novelty
would be

a

much more powerful approach to analysis. Thus Mannheim's original
thesis
of the formation of new consciousness becomes the more robust analytical
tool

These explanations do not account for all of the contradictions in
the research findings.

Flacks'

For instance,

thesis of a new class.

If,

they do not fully account for

however, the reader can agree to set

aside disparities related to methodology and overcome the confusion

related to terminology and definitional issues,

I

suggest there are two

findings left whole and intact.
The first is that there is a relationship between radical social

activism and

a

discrete set of values. This set of values was summarized

by Rokeach above as being directly related to "opposite value

orientations concerning the political desirability or undesirability of
freedom and equality" (1973,

p.

169).

The second generalization that we can make is that regardless of the

theoretical construct (socialization or new consciousness) used to

explain how activists act on and make meaning of their values, those
actions and that meaning making are different from, i.e.

,

outside of and

beyond, the dominant model of behavior and meaning making.
I

a

started this chapter by stating that doing

phenomenological study raised

a

a

literature review for

number of procedural and
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methodological questions. It can also raise
a number of problems. While
I

have succeeded in providing a review of the
kind of knowledge that has

already been produced about social activism and
social activist,

I

have

failed to identified a body of work in which to
ground the findings of
the present study.

Part of the reason for this lies in the
difference

between the methodological approach used in this study and
those used in
most,

if not all,

of the studies discussed throughout this review.
None

of the research discussed above has taken the same methodological

approach to the study of activists as the present study. As mentioned
earlier, the development of our knowledge and understanding of social

activists has primarily been of two types. The first was an effort on
the part of researchers and philosophers to construct theoretical models

which explained activism in terms of historical or psycho- social forces.
The second has been a clinical research agenda based on developing
tools,

such as personality tests or survey instruments, which could be

used to test theory. Even some of the more qualitative efforts such as
those of Braungart and Braungart, Flacks, McAdams and DeMartini were

based on deductions from a particular theoretical stance.
There was one notable exception to this rule. That

is

the work of

Kenneth Keniston, particularly his work Young Radicals: Notes on
Committed Youth

.

His work was cited briefly in this review as supporting

the role that a democratic value orientation plays in the decision to

become an activist. And as it turns out, while he provided no
substantial theoretical basis for his findings, many of them are

consistent with and lend support to the findings of this research
effort. Those findings are cited in the concluding chapter of this work.
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All is not lost, however.

While

I

will not continue to follow any

of the theoretical perspectives presented in this
review, the findings

from this project do enable us to expand our understanding
of those
topics cited as forming the most consistent and intact themes
identified
in the research on activist and activism.

Tbe findings of the present research project have much to say about
the role that values play in the making of an activist. They also cast

tentative new understanding on the controversy between socialization

versus new consciousness, and the issues of whether activists, of the
type identified in this study, can be considered the result of a

developmental process.
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Table

1

Theories Dealing with Social Activism

CONCEPTS

THEORISTS/RESEARCHERS

Generational Theory
1.

Change is brought about slowing through the
natural life cycle, part of which includes a
period of rebellion in which youth resist the
"ways" of their parents. With maturation and
accepting the reins of authority, they accept
values and norms of parents, but keep some of
the changes they sought to bring about.

2.

Period of rebellion referred to above is rooted
in destructive psychological process related to
the Freudian concept of the Oedipal Complex.

3.

Change is brought about through a process of
"new consciousness" developed by cohorts with
in a generation who resist old patterns and
develop new values and new understandings of
social conditions.

Ortega y Gasset
Eisenstadt
Bettelheim
Parsons
Erikson
Lipset & Ladd

Feuer
Erikson

Mannheim

Mannheim and Research on Social Activist
Braungart &
Braungart
Nassis &
Abramowitz
Whalen & Flacks
DeMartini
Jennings
Fendrich
McAdams

1.

The existence of generational cohorts and units
doing social change on both the left and right
of the political spectrum.

2.

These generational cohorts and units represent
a continuity (or a crystalization) of values
and ideals from generation to the next.

Braungart &
Braungart
Flacks
DeMartini

These generational cohorts and units represent
new or "fresh" consciousness - a change in
values and ideals

Thomas
Laufer

3

.

Continued next page

68

Table

1

continued

Psychoanalytical Approaches
!•

Analysis of Radicals as deviants based on
analysis rooted in the Oedipal Complex.

2.

Analysis of Radicals as deviants rooted in the
concepts of separation from the mother.

3.

Radicalism as good - Radicalism as bad based on
concept of radical's sense of superiority as a
result of his moral righteousness.

4.

Radicals as developmental models based on
concepts of humanist psychology.

Hampden-Turner

5.

Radicals as developmental models based on
theories of moral development and values
orientations

Kohlberg
Smith & Block
Candee & Kohlberg
Keniston
McAdams

Lasswell
Wolfenstein

Duncan

Neumann

Attributes of Personality and Sociopolitical
Behavior
1.

The Authoritarian Personality and related
constructs as attitudes of individuals with
conservative sociopolitical views.

2.

The Authoritarian Personality and related
constructs as attitudes of individuals with
extreme views on both the left and right of the
political spectrum.

3.

Contextual analysis of personality and
sociopolitical behavior.

Fromm
Adorno
Rokeach

Eysenck
McClosky & Chong
Lipset

S

idanius

Theories Based on Contextual and Interactive
Aspects of Behavior
Rotter

1.

Cognitive functioning "locus of control"

2.

Resource mobilization

Cable

3.

Life-span development

Braungart &
Braungart
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CHAPTER III

SITUATING THE STUDY IN THE METHODS, PROCEDURES
"
AND TECHNIQUES OF THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Introducti on

The research methods used in this study are based on
in-depth

phenomenological interviewing (Seidman, 1985) and hermeneutical
interpretation (Van Manen, 1990).

The purpose of the interview process

was to explore the interactions (i.e., patterns, networks, and

conjunctions) of objective reality with the individual's meaning making,

which brought them to

a

place where:

(a)

They no longer take the

existing construction of reality as necessary or inevitable;

(b)

they

are consciously engaged in a practice committed to an alternative

construction;

(c)

that alternative construction is one that is

explicitly committed to issues of justice and equity; and,

(d)

they

believe that individual and collective participation and empowerment are
essential methodologies for the construction of that reality.
Furthermore,

I

intended to explore this as an intersubj ective phenomena

based in the participants own reality and understanding.
Hermeneutical interpretation recognizes the inevitability of

meaning making and interpretation in any project concerned with the

production of knowledge.

More specifically it places that meaning

making and knowledge outside of the concept of objective truth. It
therefor place this study within

a

tradition that recognizes the

political, social and personal nature of all our efforts to know and

understand
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Identification and

S e lection

of Participants

The study was focused on individuals who
are engaged in a socio-

political practice in one or more of the following
arenas:
*

The struggle against racial, ethnic or religious

oppression

*

The struggle against gender and/or sexual oppression.

*

The struggle against class oppression and/or poverty,
hunger and other forms of economically based
oppression

*

The struggle against ecological and environmental
destruction of the earth and its atmosphere.

In addition to being actively engaged in a practice in one of the

these areas the individuals must also have made an explicit commitment
to the methodologies of participation and empowerment.

Selection of participants was based on three criteria:
1.

They identify themselves and are identified by others
as being actively engaged in a practice concerned with
one of the above mentioned struggles against
oppression.

2.

They identify themselves as having a commitment to the
concepts of participation and empowerment as a primary
strategy for overcoming conditions of oppression.

3.

They are recognized by others as individuals who have
made or are making a contribution to the theoretical
or pre - theoretical foundations of the practice in
which they are engaged.

I

interviewed a sample of 20 participants.

The names of potential

participants were obtained from friends, faculty, students, and others

knowledgeable about social change movements which are based on values
and assumptions consistent with

Initially
criteria.
I

I

generated

a

critical philosophy.

a list of 25

individuals who fit the above

These names were prioritized on the basis of representation.

wanted to assure that

I

had individuals who were engaged in practices
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in each of the categories of social movements
mentioned above.

I

also

used the following criteria:
1.

Access - Do I know someone who knows them and can help
me make contact with the individual) do they live or
are they likely to be in the Eastern United States in
the next 9 months?

2.

Gender

3.

Race or ethnicity - I want some variety in the racial
and ethnic background of the participants.

I

-

I

want both male and female participants.

then made contact through letter, which sometimes included an

introduction by

a

third party, with all 25 people.

introduction through

a

I

I

felt that an

third party was sometimes essential to my ability

to establish credibility and trust.

letter,

I

If the participant responded to my

then made contact with him or her via telephone. At this point

discussed the details of the research process and asked if the

participant understood my selection criteria and agreed that he/she did
indeed fit those criteria.

This procedure resulted in the

identification of 15 of the 20 participants. The other

5

were identified

They, however, were selected from a

through the same general procedure.

pool of 10 addition candidates whose names were provided by

a

participant
All individuals who agreed to participate in the study were sent

written description of the study and
their participation.

a

contract describing the terms of

Specifically, the contract set out the extent of

my commitment
their participation in terms of time and activities, and
to them in terms of confidentiality,

as well as the ways

data gathered from them would be presented in writing.
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m

which the

a

P a *- a—Colle ction and

Management

The In-Depth Phenomenological Interview

Each participant was interviewed for

1

1/2 to

2

hours on three

separate occasions. The three interviews were conducted
within

a time

period of no less than three days and no more than ten days. In the
first interview, participants were asked to reconstruct their past
from
the time they were young children until they became actively involved
in

their present socio-political practice.

The focus of this interview was

on the "flow of events" that seemed most directly related to their

becoming social activists, and on critical incidents that, in
retrospect, contributed to their becoming social activists.
In the second interview, participants were asked to reconstruct

what it has been like to do the work they do.
was on:

(a)

their work;

The focus of this session

Elaborating the rewards, challenges and difficulties of
(b)

explaining how their understanding of what they do, why

they do it, and how they go about doing it has changed over time; and,
(c)

identifying events, persons, situations, conditions, and educational

experiences that have influenced them.
In the third interview participants were ask to make "sense" or

"meaning" of their lives in terms of how they have come to hold their

current beliefs and values.

beliefs and values;
and,

(c)

(b)

constructing

a

The focus was on:

(a)

Elaborating their

explaining how and why they became activists;
rationale for why these things have been

important
These interviews provided an number of benefits.

The process pro-

on the
vided enough structure to assure that the interview was focussed

phenomena

I

was interested in studying, as well as the assumptions
73

I

brought with me to the process.

At the same time,

it allowed the

informants maximum freedom to introduce materials
that

I

as

the

researcher had not anticipated or that were contradictory
to my
assumptions (Whyte, 1969).
Finally,

the process allowed me, as the interviewer,

to challenge,

probe and clarify what was being said by the interviewee: A process

which leads to a more accurate statement of the meaning the interviewee
wishes to make (Tripp, 1983).

Other Issues
All interviews were tape-recorded. They were then transcribed by

a

third party. Copies of the transcripts were also sent to participants
and they were give the opportunity to make corrections as

a

result of

misinterpretations and poor recording quality. Only two of the
participant do this.

Approximately five of the interviews had missing

or inaudible material. None of the tapes were totally unusable.

During the data collection phase,

I

kept notes on issues and ideas

about possible themes, patterns and interpretations as they occurred to
me.

These issues and ideas often, but not always, were raised as

questions in subsequent interviews. During the later part of the

interviewing process,
Issues,

I

was also conducting my literature review.

themes and patterns emerging from my reading also became

of the data that influenced the interviewing process.

a

part

In a few cases,

I

also had access to interviews done by other researcher, as well as books
and articles written by the participants themselves.
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In addition,

I

kept a diary from time to time in which

elaborate on ideas or connections

I

was making.

I

I

would

did this in fits of

inspiration, however, rather than on a systematic basis.
For a number of reasons, but primarily due to financial

constraints the collection and transcribing of these interviews took

approximately two years.

Data Analysis
The methodological approach

I

used for initial data analysis can

best be understood from the perspective of Grounded Theory (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Data analysis was literally a process of "immersing

myself in the data" and trusting that there would be "some sort of order
in the data that

[would]

emerge"

(Marshall,

1981,

p.

395).

My job as a researcher [was to be] an open and receptive
medium through which this order [would come] out. [I was
trying] to understand [what was] there, [so that I could
represent what was there] in all its complexity and
richness... (Marshall, 1981, p. 395).

While

I

had formed a few ideas about the patterns and themes

contained in the data, there were by not means concrete. And how they
could be framed and described was by no means well formulated.

I

was

also overwhelmed by the amount of data.

More specifically, in terms of procedures,
three of the transcripts over and over again.

were ones that

I

I

began by reading

The transcripts

I

chose

remembered as being rich and interesting. They also

represented interviews that had either sparked some of my ideas or
readings,
confirmed some of my original assumptions. During my first few
I

prove to be
tried listening to the tapes of well. This did not
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a

useful procedure as

I

was not looking for nuances, but for
more

overarching patterns and themes within the materials.
While reading the transcripts,

I

made notes in the margins of the

pages. Sometimes these notes represented key words found
in a particular

phrase or sentence. At other times, they represented my own
thoughts or
reactions to what

was reading. After going through each of these three

I

interviews at least three times,

I

took notes on the notes

I

have made

in the page margins.

The only way

know how to describe what

I

I

did with these notes is

went through an intuitive process where

I

tried to

"imagine" how these ideas and concepts would fit into

a

whole or

to say that

gestalt.

I

From this exercise,

patterns. Themes

I

I

a

came up with a taxonomy of themes and

defined as the internal structures that were

generative 1 of the experience. By pattern,

I

meant the aspects within

those themes and/or within individual activists' lives that reflected

a

sameness or an alikeness.
At that point

I

identified three additional interviews and read

them with two purposes in mind. The first was to see if

confirmation of the themes and patterns

I

could find

had identified. The second was

to be mindful of new ideas and issues that might emerge.
I

I

To some extent

was also trying to be mindful of disconf irming evidence, but that was

not a priority at this point.
This process worked very effectively in that it resulted in

refinement of the original taxonomy which

I

a

felt sure would yield

birth
The word generative is use in the sense of enabling, giving
would
which
use
positivist
to or "helping" to create, as opposed to, a more
imply a direct casual relationship.
1
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consistent results. Using the refined taxonomy,
of the six interviews coding passages which

I

of the various themes and patterns with which

added a category called "other" into which

I

I

then went through each

felt were representative
I

had chosen to work.

I

assigned issues that did

not fit the taxonomy, but represented ideas or issues that

wanted to

I

give further consideration.

After coding the interviews,

I

used the search and find command on

the computer to consolidate the passages form each interview under each

of the themes and patterns.

I

did this with 12 of the 20 interviews. The

other eight interview were read and coded in the margins of the pages
but were not systematically catalogued.

When the information contained in an interview did not fit the
major themes, and/or too few of the patterns within

a

theme,

it was

considered disconf irming or less confirming data and logged as such.
This was an extremely intense process.

spend more than

3

I

found that

I

could not

to 4 hours a day reading transcripts with the

necessary intensity. By the time
process,

I

I

began the search and find cataloging

had built up that time to

4 or 5 hours.

This process was not

as intense as it was boring and hypnotizing. This part of the process

took at least five months to complete. During which time

I

went through

alternating cycles of depression and elation. The depression of course
was related to the periods when
be found in my data.

I

was convinced there was no meaning to

Finding it, and then being sure

I

had found

it,

was wonderful.

Having organized the data in this fashion,
of presenting it to the reader.
of thematic profiles.

I

I

decided on two modes

The first presentation is in the form

chose five of the individuals whose interviews
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I

had been working with and developed 10 to
12 page profiles focused on

their development as a social activist and the
meaning they made of that

development. In doing so,

I

drew directly from the material within
the

interview that supported the terms and patterns with which
work.

I

wish to

These themes and patterns are not made explicit, however,
and

they are presented within the context and uniqueness of each

individual's life.
The second mode used for presenting the data is one in which

both systematized, and made explicit what
to be.

I

I

I

felt the themes and patterns

did this by naming and discussing the themes or patterns while

directing the reader to the material in each of the profiles that
lends support to my interpretation. In addition,

I

I

feel

provide the reader

with excerpts from the other seven interviews which were cataloged
through the process discussed above
In developing profiles and selecting quotes,

I

departed from the

stance of using verbatim what the participants said and indicating

through brackets any changes or additions made by the research.
Instead,

I

relied on a approach elaborated by Tripp (1983) and Van Manen

(1991) which proposes that the accurate representation of meaning

through the written word is more important that staying literally true
to the spoken word.

I

have thus taken many liberties with the

participants' spoken words in order that they read well and convey the

meaning that

I

felt was contained in the conversation

the participant.

I

I

engaged in with

have, however, tried to stay true to the individual

"voice," and to the ways they express themselves and the words and

concepts they would have used.
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s

I

tried to confirm the accuracy of my
interpretations by asking

the participants to react to my use of
materials from their interviews.
I

invited them to share any responses or reactions
they wished, to part

of all or of my interpretations and analysis.
the fact that

I

wished to know if they felt

I

I

put specific emphasis on

had misrepresented their

words or their meaning in any way. The results of that process
are

discussed below.

Issues of Trustworthiness
The criteria for the trustworthiness of my research is based in
the assumptions of the critical paradigm.

I

rely primarily on an

adaptation of a scheme developed by Patti Lather (1986).

Consistency with ideological values inherent in the project.
ideological perspective is clearly stated to the reader. And,

My

I

elaborate those meanings that have the potential to challenge and
critique the status quo and contribute to the idea that it
to construct a more egalitarian social order (Lather,

Within my openly ideological intent, however,

I

1986,

is

possible
64).

p.

employed the

tactic of searching for "negative instances" or challenges as

a

means of

increasing the "credibility, usefulness, and centrality" of themes and
concepts (Marshall and Rossman, 1989,

p.

disconf irming or less confirming material
reader in Chapter

118).
is

The nature of

openly discussed with the

5

Collective interpretation. All the participants whose interviews
were used as material in the data analysis were sent copies of the

profiles and/or Chapter

5

-

the chapter in which

I

make explicit my

procedure
interpretation of themes and patterns. The purpose of this
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was, hopefully,

to engage

in a process of co - authorship
and negotiation

of quotations, profiles, and the
interpretation of concepts and meanings.

Financial and other constraints on this
project did not result in

such an outcome. However, the process did offer
the participants an

opportunity to confirm or negate the interpretations

I

had made of their

lives and their words.

Triangulation of method and theories.
patterns,

I

In identifying themes and

primarily relied on an hermeneutical engagement with
the

text of the transcripts. This was aided by my having formalized
myself

with existing research on social activism and social activists. A
process which helped to sharpen my own perspectives and presuppositions
Also,

I

deliberately relied on a process of "self-referencing.

mean by this term, is that
and issues that
addition,

I

I

"

What

I

consciously used and worked with concepts

could related to my own life and experience. In

I

was aided, as

I

believe all researchers are, by intuition

and creativity.
As to the triangulation of theories,

the literature review in this

dissertation is very extensive. It has served to familiarize both the
researcher and the reader with a wide variety of theoretical and
conceptual perspectives from which one can make or weigh
interpretations.

I

also relied on a variety of theoretical perspectives

with which to present my extended analysis and meaning making in the
final chapter.

Potential for personal praxis. The research design, through its
reliance on reflection and meaning making, held the potential for

personal praxis on the part of both the researcher and the researched.
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In addition to the above,

in order to strengthen the

trustworthiness of my research,

I

have employed a technique which

call "letting the reader in on the my meaning
making process."

tried to do this through the diversity and range of
data
example,

I

I

I

will

have

present.

For

did not chose profiles solely on the basis of how

I

compelling

they would be.

I

instead sacrificed some examples which

I

felt would have be more compelling in order to provide a
representative

sample of the individuals who took part in this study.

Furthermore,

in

choosing quotes and examples of the evidence in support of my themes and
patterns,

I

did not present only those that were the most clearly

recognizable as consistent with my analysis.

I

instead offer the reader

the breadth and depth of events and dialogue from which

I

was drawing my

meaning making.

Making Meaning
I

wish to make a distinction, however fine the nuance may be,

between data analysis and meaning making. Data analysis does require an
engagement in the act of making meaning and sense making. As
term in this dissertation, however, data analysis is

meaning making. For me, it was

a

a

I

use the

first order

process of determining how the data

could be shared with and presented to the reader. But at that level, the
analysis does not address the significance and relevance of the

knowledge that has been produced. Often in phenomenological research
this second order analysis or meaning making,

i.e.,

addressing the

significance and relevance, is left to the reader. The rationale being
that the researcher should not impose his or her own meaning making on

either the reader or the participants in the research project.
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I

do not wish to deprive the consumer of
this research (i.e.,

reader or participant) of the opportunity to make
their own meaning.

I

will trust that they will and can do so.
However, as a researcher
I

I

have gone through a process from which

have derived new meanings and understandings.

These understandings

and meanings are both limited, given their creative potential, by
my
social, cultural and political location as a researcher.

There may also

be second order concepts derived through intuitions and creativity.

These meanings and understandings will also become part of this
dissertation.

My responsibility (my trustworthiness) in presenting my

new understanding is to negotiate meaning between myself and the reader
(Tripp,

1983),

through logical, persuasive argument and the use of

supporting theoretical and empirical data.
the final chapter of this dissertation.

This process will constitute

It is this process which will

rely on the hermeneutical concept of the potential social, cultural and

political meaning found in the themes and patterns extracted from the
text with which

I

was working.
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CHAPTER IV

THEMES AND PATTERNS: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL
EXPLORATION

Introducti on

Ultimately
something

-

a

never simple,

,

the purpose of phenomenological research
is to grasp

phenomenon

-

in its essence.

But meaning or essence is

it is multi-dimensional and multi-layered.

The researcher

must make choices about the dimensions or the layers that he or she
will
try to reveal through the organization of narrative and prose.
so,

In doing

other insights and meanings are left behind, or left only faintly

exposed.

The most common use of phenomenological text is to focus on

lived experience.

What it is "like" to "live" or "experience"

a

certain

phenomenon through the uncovering and presentation of themes or
structures.

In keeping with that purpose, the focus of this chapter is

to explore the themes or underlying structures,

i.e.,

the vortexes

around which the web of this phenomena was spun or that were
generative 1 of the experience; and, to explore the patterns, i.e., the
aspects within those themes and within individual activist's lives that

reflect a sameness or an alikeness.
In order to do this,

I

will first present five thematic profiles.

There will be no attempt to interpret and analyze for the reader what
these themes or patterns are.

Instead,

the reader will simply be

invited to engage with the narrative and the prose.
profiles, in Chapter

5,

I

Following the

will present a textual analysis of themes and

The word generative is used in the sense of enabling, giving birth
which would
to or "helping" to creating, as opposed to a more positivist use
imply a direct casual relationship.
1
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patterns.

This will involve disclosing to the
reader what

I,

as

the

creator of the profiles and the interpreter of
the original text,

believe the themes and patterns to be.
Of the 20 interviews

I

conducted, eight of the participants were

male and 12 were female; six of the males were born in
the U.S.

,

of

those three were African-American and one was Jewish. The
non-North

Americans included an Iranian and a Colombian.
Ten of the females were born in the U.S., one was an African-

American and one was Jewish. The non-North Americans were both
Caribbean, one from the English speaking Caribbean and one from the

Spanish speaking Caribbean. Five of the U.S. born participants grew up
in the Southeast, one in California,

and the rest in the Northeast.

The

participants ranged in age for their early 30s to their late 60s. The

majority (15) were in their middle to late 40s. All but six participants
had an academic degree beyond the college level.

Two never completed

high school and the rest had earned B.S. degrees.
From a socio-economic perspective, two participants came from

inherited wealth, and three from solidly middle/upper middle class
backgrounds. The majority of participants (11) came from lower middle or

working class backgrounds, and four grew up under conditions of poverty
or near poverty.

The five profiles that are presented below vary in length from 10 to
12 single-spaced pages.

I

chose the individuals for whom

profile on the basis of two criteria. First,
were compelling; but,

I

provide the reader with

I

I

felt that their stories

did not choose only on that bases.
a

developed

I

representative sample of all of the

participants discussed above.
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also

Table

2

Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Male

[8]

National Origin

Female [12]

USA

Anglo-American
African American
Jewish
Latino

2

7

3

1

i

1

X

Caribbean
English-Speaking
Spanish- Speaking

1
1

South Africa
Iran

1

/

1

Class Background

Upper Class

1

1

Upper Middle Class

1

2

Middle Class

2

2

Working Class

2

5

Below Poverty Level

2

2

Advanced Degree

4

10

College Degree

3

1

Less than High School Diploma

1

1

Educational Background
[Highest Degree Awarded]
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Thematic Prof-n^

Paul Landford
I

was born

provincial.

m

A Peace Activist

-

a very small town in Pennsylvania.
Very small,

My father and grandfather were both from

a

very

very strong

working class background.
Religious experience was very important to me

.

I

was brought up in

an evangelical fundamentalist church with revival
services and the whole

works.

I

could.

took it very seriously and went to all the religious
things

And my understanding of Jesus at that time was that going Jesus'

way was different than going the way of the crowd or "the world."
think

I

really bought that

I

-

And

and actually still do. But back then

I

saw

I

things in very black and white terms, very "we're going to hell unless
we
me.

....

"

Later

bought the whole package that my parents and church handed

I

I

rejected most of those ideas, but what

I

retained that

think was really valuable was this sense of there being

a

I

transcendent

dimension to our lives and that it's not enough to live our lives by
public opinion polls.
In high school

I

was very strongly influenced by teachers.

finally gave up on being

a preacher,

I

When

wanted to be a teacher.

I

You see

at maybe 12 or so, people in my church had their eye on me as a

potential boy preacher.

I

was very articulate and cute.

"let's make this boy a preacher."

Sunday morning sermon.

So they said

So they gave me my big chance

-

a

But they didn't tell me what to preach about.

I

decided to preach a sermon on why it was God's will that there be racial
equality.

And that was the beginning and the end of my boy preacher
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career.

Nobody put me down.

that was very nice."

You see from

a

It was just this,

"Oh yes,

Paul.

Well,

But people were very cool toward
me afterwards.

very young age

was president of the Youth Club.

was really active in my church.

I

I

started a Sunday School orchestra.

I

wrote scripts and directed pageants for Easter. So
everybody thought

had a career as a preacher.
after that sermon.

I

I

And then they were so disappointed in me

thought they'd be just delighted. They were

I

delighted with everything else
was right.

I

I

did.

But

never questioned whether

I

was very consciously using Jesus as a model; and

I

I

had this

image that Jesus sometimes had a lot of people saying "right on, right

on

,

and other times he d
I'm not sure how

I

loolc

around and no one would be there

came to the decision that

I

should preach a

sermon on segregation without understanding how my church would react.
Of course,

I

knew segregation was

a

problem.

there would be no need to preach on it.

If it wasn't a problem

But what

I

didn't expect was

that that would be the end of my preaching career. What

I

didn't

understand was that people would react they way they did.
My father and grandfather were both very strongly in favor of Black
equality. When my grandfather died, we found a clipping in his Bible
It come from the American Psychological

dating from the early '50s.

Association or some place like that, and
to Whites in intelligence.

it said that Blacks were equal

He clipped that out and put it in his Bible.

It was that important to him.

My father used to anger his work mates by

saying he wanted to vote for Ralph Bunch for President, and that he

wished Ralph Bunch would run.

Stuff like that.

their opinions were not universal opinions,

I

But,

guess

I

while

I

knew that

thought that

especially in a church setting, it was well within the realm of what
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a

preacher might preach about.

guess

I

messages or they weren't real to me.
that my church was above that.

prevailing society.

I

hadn't picked up on the other

I

Maybe it was partly that

thought

I

That my church was more open than

had no sense of how racist this culture
really

is
I

have always felt, even at a very early age, that

associated with violence.

And

I

should not be

have this sense that it was something

had always known, not something that

I

had learned.

nobody who ever told me things like that.
I

I

Because there was

And it was a long time before

could make the connection between that and being a pacifist.

definitely not a pacifist as an adolescence.
stance on war as my family at that time.

encountered Quakers

I

I

I

was

definitely took the same

I

And for

a

long time after

really struggled against becoming

a

I

pacifist, but

in the end that was my path.

But,

for example,

in adolescence something happened which was that

boys' conversation increasing became offensive to me.

talked about girls was just awful.
about exploits

-

I

really hated all that male talk

getting some girl to do

it,

or three guys getting one

You see

girl or something like that. It just revolted me.

who were my friends and

I

was really into friendship.

boys would talk just made me feel horrible.

friendship.
to them.

But

But at the time
I

I

The ways boys

Like

I

I

had girls

So the way the

was betraying a

wasn't really strong enough to stand up

did start avoiding lots of the girl bashing sessions.

it smelled like those kind of things were about to come up in the

conversation, I'd leave. It just felt too ugly
skin a cat or something.
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-

like watching someone

If

And then there was the time that
At around 16 or maybe 17

-

I

refused to sign the loyalty oath.

that was the Joe McCarthy era
and people were

being asked to sign loyalty oaths.

The neighboring town had had a

terrible flood and there was a lot of mud and
people were buried under
mud.

So they wanted volunteers to come and
dig them out.

So

I

went

downtown to the town hall to get on a truck and
go up and dig people
out. And just before
in my hand and said,

I

got on the truck, somebody thrust a loyalty
oath

"You gotta sign this before you go because this

operation is being run by Civil Defense."
can't sign this."

It was swearing that

a member of the Communist Party.
t

go."

sign this.
I

said,

I

So,

I

read it and

said,

"I

was not now and never had been

That's what it said.

And they said,

I

And

I

said,

"I

Look, just sign it. C'mon we have to

"I'm not gonna sign this,

it's ridiculous," and walked

away

And it was ridiculous. It was a massive attack on the trust

relationship between a citizen and a government.

very seriously!
American History.
So,

I

really did!
I

I

See,

I

took democracy

loved Civics in high school.

I

loved

believed all those things and took them seriously.

it seemed to me that democracy was based on the integrity that

citizens have with regard to public life.

And when the governments

starts acting as if citizens are not be trusted that's outrageous.

It's

totally irrational and inconsistent.
My father was very proud of being working class, although he was
also very ambivalent about it.

mouthing something from

a

So he would be upset when I'd come home

teacher that would suggest that working with

ideas was superior or more virtuous or in some way more valuable than

working with your hands.
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My piano teacher was very important
to me in this respect. There
a movie called "How Green is My Valley."

is

It's a story of a boy with

promise being befriended by an English woman
who cultivates him so that
he can escape from his dreary, working class
existence.

what my piano teacher did.
hours,

Well,

that's

My 45 minute piano lessons were more
often

2

in which she would read the Harvard catalog to
me and we would

listen to lot of great music.

could go anywhere,

I

She filled me with stories about how

I

could do anything, stuff like that.

My family did not support that point of view at all. They wanted
me
to stay in that town,

get a job in the slate quarry like all my male

forbearers had done on both sides.

Be a provider.

Be a family man.

Be

a solid citizen knowing my place and staying in it and being happy and

following God.
But

felt like

I

knew everybody.
to myself

I

'

I

was suffocating living in this small town where

On some intuitive level

I

just knew that if

I

I

were true

d be so unacceptable in that town that it would be hell to

live there.

So

I

wanted to get out. And also,

from my family. For one thing

much younger.

I

I

I

always felt different

felt different from my siblings who were

was blond and lean and they were dark and husky. And

this feeling of being different from my family

was so strong that

I

can

remember thinking maybe I'm adopted and they just haven't told me yet.
It goes back as long as
So

I

I

can remember, this sense of "I'm different."

decided to get out.

unsupported by my family.

I

decided to go to college, utterly

I

went to the only college that

I

could

afford, which was State Teachers College, with my very best friend

because we didn't want to be separated. We were very much in love with
each other but neither he nor

I

knew what gayness was
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.

We didn

t

have a

concept for it. But we wanted

to be together,

we just really loved each

other and gave incredible emotional support
to each other. He was

a

working class guy too.
I

studied to be a teacher.

Social Studies and English were my

majors. That first year in college
the whole scene.

I

was in heaven.

I

will never forget how excited

I

was in love with

was about it.

I

hardly communicated with my parents at all that year
because

I

I

got very

righteous and superior and decided this is truly me and what
would

I

possibly have to say to my parents, or what could they possibly
have to
say to me?

That first year my priority was cultural stuff.

without a church home.
So

I

thought

I

Religiously,

I

was

My particular denomination wasn't in that town.

d use this chance to shop around,

find out what's going on.

So

expand my horizons,

went to Mass, and

I

I

went to Presbyterian

and Episcopalian services, all these different things. And part of my

circuit took me to Quaker Meeting, and

I

was bowled over by Quaker

Meeting, just bowled over.
So

I

went a bunch of times, and the next year when it was time

register religious beliefs on registration day,
see what would happen.

sneaking out.

Although

'Cause
I

I

to

wrote Quaker just to

was like sneaking into meetings,

I

do remember that the first time

Quaker Meeting that on my way out

I

I

went to

glanced at the bulletin board in the

back and saw a notice saying "Write your Congressperson and oppose the
Draft."

thought

I

-

had read someplace that Quakers were pacifists.
"Oh no!"

-

'cause

I

was not a pacifist at all.

point in my life pacifism didn't make any sense to me

military like my family. And then

I

.

I

And

I

At that

was pro

thought, well, even the best of
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people have their eccentricities, their
weirdness and Quakers have this
weird thing about them. I can overlook that
because worship is fabulous.
So

I

checked off Quaker and then got a postcard
in the mail, which

I

still have, from a woman saying, "We're having
college age young friends

over for coffee next Wednesday night.

showed up.

Well,

We'd like to meet you."

this woman was a fabulous woman.

So

I

We're still good

friends.

She was just amazing.

husband.

He was important to me as a big brother, a father figure,
and

I

went over to her house a lot, met her

they became an alternate family for me at a time when

from my own family, and just taught me.

and very strong anarchists.

I

was estranged

They were very strong pacifists

They were just really up on the leading

edge of whatever Quakers were thinking at that time.

And,

so they gave

me quite an education.

The other thing that was going on in my life was discovering my

gayness.
at.

See,

was very confused about it.

I

I

was real attracted to women,

I

just didn't know where

and also to men. Although

didn't have a real understanding of my attraction to men
names or models of what

year of college,

I

from my home town.

I

felt for other men.

-

I

was
I

didn't have

And then in my second

moved into an off campus house with my best friend
There were 11 other men in the house and two house

parents who lived on the first floor. It was great;
camaraderie.

I

I

loved the

Then a guy moved into the house who was from Philadelphia.

He was from the big city.

He knew the score.

He was a bisexual and he

knew what that was about.
And he was there maybe a week or two, when he figured out there was
a lot of repressed homosexuality in this house.

So one night when he

thought the right combination of men were in the room, he complained
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that he had an Itchy back and ask if
somebody would please scratch
his
back.
So somebody scratched his back and
he took his shirt off to make
it better. And then other men also
acknowledged having itchy backs and

so on.

Next thing you know he flipped out the light
and we had an orgy.

And in the middle of that,

I

went out into the hall for some solitude

and to take a look at myself, and

And

I

said,

I

felt such relief, such relief.

"This is me!"

This is it!

It was pleasurable what we were

doing in the room, but much more important was the relief
who

I

was,

that this puzzle was resolved. And, so

women and all with some feeling that
became lovers with

I

I

I

felt to know

continued to date

understood who

I

was.

I

even

roommate in that house, and it was wonderful.

a

The

Philadelphia Orchestra and this too! Is this possible in one lifetime?
It was just phenomenal!

But there wasn't anything political going on with my gay self that

could see.
road.

Most of the gay men

I

I

met were right-wing or middle-of-the-

They were politically uninteresting.

So that created a conflict

for me, because the Quaker side of me was encountering all these mentors

who were really encouraging me to develop myself politically.
longer

I

felt like

So the

lived with that, the more it felt like a contradiction, and it
I

was gonna have to choose. And

anyway, and falling in love with women.

I

So

was attracted to women
I

decided to go the straight

way in order to keep the faith with my political sense.

By then the

religious side of me, at least the fundamentalist evangelical side, had

changed completely.
By the age of 19

I

knew my vocation was with social change, and with

struggling for justice and peace.

I
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knew that's why

I

was on the

planet.

knew that at 19

I

.

I

remember environments in which

don't know how
I

I

came to know that.

became aware of it.

I

One was a student

seminar that the American Friends Service Committee
set up in Pottsdam,
PA.

It was a 9-day conference and it was my
first experience with that

kind of encounter.
things like

-

went there with

I

lot of trepidation,

a

"Are these people going to be weird?

This isn't just

Quakers now.

This is going to be these movement types."

worried about

it.

And the first time

thinking

was really

I

sat down for a meal, a guy sat

I

down next to me with

a

branch in his hands, and proceeded to eat leaves

off the branch.

I

thought

And

-

"I knew it,

around and found that while there were
agree with,

it was

a

I

knew it."

But

lot of points of view

the right place for me to be.

stuck

I

I

didn't

That ferment and

struggle and the different dialogue around changing the world was where
I

wanted to be in my life.

And then

I

went from there into a summer project with the American

Friends Service Committee called Interns in Industry.

became clearer and clearer and clearer.

And

I

And it just

remember walking on the

beach. It was Lynn, MA. Walking on the beach one night by myself and

just like coming to terms with it. It never felt like it was
I

a

decision

made as such, but it felt more like a growing awareness of my nature,

of what

I

was suppose to be about.

The gay verses straight thing seemed

like a choice for me to make, but this seemed more like am
or am

I

not gonna be me?

that was the summer

also the summer

I

I

Just seemed that clear.

I

gonna be me

So that was that,

It was a wonderful summer.

became clear.

fell in love with the women who was my wife for

years
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It was
2/

I

came back from that summer really
confirmed in my identity as an

activist. Well I'm not sure

describe what

was about.

I

I

I

would have used the word activist
to
was committed to work for peace.

For peace

and justice, because the racial thing was real,
real important.
But by that time

was engaged to be married to this
wonderful

I

Norwegian and she had to go back to Norway because of the
terms of her
Fulbright scholarship. So

I

decided to go to Norway to marry her

for the first few years everything was wonderful.

I

got a job teaching

music in high school. We had a wonderful lifestyle. It was
my life could have taken a very different turn.

I

And

a

point when

had all the culture

I

wanted, all the skiing, everything. It was getting out of my home town
in a big way.

But

got homesick. And what

I

stru ggl e back home.

I

was homesick for was the

knew that this was not what my life was about.

I

This was not about struggling for peace and justice.

While

I

was in Norway

University of Oslo.
answers

-

I

had taken some sociology courses at the

started studying sociology because

I

I

wanted some

why are nations so crazy, why are racists so crazy?

was pushing me to consider a Ph D
.

.

My wife

and a college teaching career and

I

got enough of a feel for sociology to think that it was an appropriate

discipline from which
I

I

could understand and do social change work. And

started thinking, well actually there could be real flexibility in

college teaching and

I

could be useful that way and

need to know from sociology.
I

I

would learn what

So we came back to the United States,

enrolled at Penn. State in the graduate school in sociology.

was to get a Ph D
.

.

and teach, and use that as

activism.
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a

and

My plan

base for my social

I

Graduate school was very important for
me in discovering movements,
in discovering collective behavior,
because

I

was a romantic. So

learned that the great heroes version of history
is not

And

a

I

useful one.

became Marxist enough to see class struggle and
so on. So that was

I

very important to me.
And 1962,

I

missile crisis.

got involved in a number of activities around
the Cuba

And out of that

came to the conclusion that we need

I

people to be able to be respond flexibly in crisis situations,
not just
grab signs and march around.

A movement to be powerful has to be able

to respond in a variety of ways and that,

So

I

I

decided, required training

got seriously interested in training, which dovetailed beautifully

with my passion for teaching.
And then, in 1964,

I

wrote my first book with another graduate

student. The Civil Rights Movement was really taking off.

People were

getting hurt. People were getting killed. And because of our experience
in civil disobedience training we realized that a manual that said watch

out for this, watch out for that could save lives.

So we wrote this

manual, and got it done just in time for the training for Mississippi
Summer. And because of the book and because of the experience

training
But,

I

in the process of all of this
I

seriously unbalanced myself

I

I

could

wrote were almost all about social

group dynamics theory, leadership theory, social organization,

mass movements.
I

I

took were mostly seminars where

write papers, and the papers that

what

had with

ended up being one of the trainers for Mississippi Summer.

academically. The courses

change,

I

All these different angles, nonviolent struggle.

wanted to learn in graduate school.

me a professional sociologist.

knew

However, that did not make

It made me a professional social
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I

changer

and the moment of truth was my Ph.D.
orals.

,

all these questions that

When they asked me

had no answers to. They expected
me to be

I

a

professional sociologist, to have some breadth,
some understanding of
family theory and criminology and demography and
all that stuff.
I

didn't.

I

Well

was a very ignorant sociologist who knew a
lot about a very

narrow field.
This was another point when my life could have taken a very

©rent turn. My university experience had been very seductive. And

had begun to believe that

I

I

could have the best of both worlds by

becoming a college professor.

was imagining that

I

I

small liberal arts college, have that security while

leader in social change work.

could teach in some
I

also became a

told myself that a Ph.D. would enhance

I

my potential for leadership.
So

I

sat down with my advisor who was also my guru. A very important

man in my intellectual development, extremely important.
down with me and said,

"So,

And he sat

no big deal. You just didn't prepare. You

didn't prepare yourself to be a professional sociologist, but you've
done great work.

So why don't you take a year off and study?

Become a

professional sociologist, take the orals and then do your dissertation.
I

can assure you it will be published, and it will be about what you

want it to be about."
This was either '66 or '67;
said,

"I doubt that I

the Vietnam war was very hot. And

I

can do that." You see, what had happened was

felt a leading, a spiritual leading as the Quakers call it,

I

had

to go to the

Pacific and get on a small boat that our organization had set up,

a

little sailboat, and take it to Vietnam with medical supplies in

defiance of the U.S. government.

And though it was a life threatening
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kind of project

I

felt like it was incumbent upon me to
volunteer to do

that. My wife could have divorced me for
irresponsibility,
a baby.

But,

choice.

again it was one of those times when

felt like

I

I

I

'cause we had

didn't feel

had a choice about graduate school, but

had a

I

did

I

really have a choice about this.
So

volunteered and was chosen to be part of the crew.

I

that my preparation time was over.

decision was

a

I

I

knew

also knew that implicit in that

willingness to let go of economic concerns or planning

for a career in the usual sense of that word.

insecurity. On the plane over the Pacific
"This is your answer.

I

I

I

was embracing a life of

wrote my advisor and

said,

gained tremendously from working with you and

will always value our association; but a year is more than
This is my real calling.

I

I

can spare.

This is the next step on my path."

[Paul went on to become internationally known in the Peace Movement
as a writer,

an activist, and an educator. He has risked his life on

more than one occasion in order to affirm his commitment to peace and
At the pinnacle of his success he realized he could not

nonviolence.

longer deny his gayness, and risked both his respect and his leadership
role in the movement in order to be true to himself.]
Well,

I

thought

had settled the issues of my gayness. At least

I

settled it for myself inside. If not settled it, at least

adjustment in my personal life. But increasing
a lie.

At that time

I

I

felt like

had made an

I

I

was living

was making a lot of cross country tours, my

writing was very much appreciated and

I

was sort of the golden haired

family.
boy of the movement. Part of my appeal to so many people was my

Not only was

I

so nice,

so right,

and so thoughtful,

I

had this

children. Cute
wonderful Norwegian blue eyed wife and two adopted black
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as anything. And now this new cute little
redheaded baby.

And this was

all too cute for words. And God knows we need models,
so people were
us

i-tito

3-

model movement family. But there was this truth that

if they knew ... And

I

just couldn't stand living the lie. It was an

agonizing decision. My wife would have to face
and about me.

I

a lot a gossip about her

was afraid that it would lead to my leadership being

dismissed or discounted and that people would stop paying attention

to

me because of this terrible, terrible thing about me. So we struggled

and struggled and finally decided to go ahead and come out of the

closet
So at the Friends General Conference, which is the largest

association of Quakers in the country and in Canada, we decided to tell
the truth.

In the evening people would gather in the field house and

have speakers. And we had been asked to be speakers, my wife and

together were asked to speak on community. So she and

would be the time to do

it.

So we did it.

I

I

agreed that that

1500 Quakers in the field

house. I've never seen some Quakers as angry as they were that night.

And other Quakers were just sitting there crying with gratitude and
relief. Just the entire range of feelings. And it was tough.
very, very tough.

It was

Soon some people were trying to set me up as

liberation expert, which

I

a gay

wasn't, and other people were just totally

discounting me and all my work.
the
[In make meaning of his life and his activism Paul shared

following.

increasing ability
My spiritual path has been one of expansion, an
to empathize with people and with ideas.

But when

was
mean plan. It never crossed by mind that there
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say path

I

a

I

don't

plan for me.

I

experienced life as very free, as much freer that
most people have any
idea.

I

think there's some interaction between
environment and

personhood

-

if there's such a thing as inherent
personhood which

think there is. And

I

I

may have had more of a sense of purpose or
mission

or a stronger will to play,

to dance,

or whatever than some folks do.

Academia was not all it pretended to be

.

I

imagined that logic and

rationality ruled in the academy. That turned out not to be true.
the holes,

saw

I

the contradictions and that helped me not be in love with

academia and therefore be able to stay with my path.
One of the things that attracts me to social change is the chance
for new values.

We not only need to change structures and policies, we

need to have different values. And the early Christians, the early
Quakers, that's what they were about, bringing a change in values.

Stories of those early Christians moved me a lot. As

teenager

a

I

was fascinated by stories of the early Christians taking on the Roman

Empire and shaking it up and changing its character. And

I

loved that

idea of taking on the Roman Empire uncompromisingly from this stance of

great purity. That was wonderful.

I

purse, or a dime or something, when
that. And she caught me,

stole a quarter from my mother's
I

was maybe

or

7

6

or something like

and instead of paddling me, although she was

into paddling and my dad was too, she sat down and cried, and talked

bout how important it was to be
but what

I

.

.

.

I

don't know what words she used,

got out of it was truthful and consistent. How important it

was to be somebody who could be counted on. Somebody who wouldn

another person's trust or confidence.

I

heart. And, there's another whole thing

what's on my mind.
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t

betray

really took that message to
...

well

I

might was well say

Righteousness, moral purity and clarity have
always been an

important part of my life. At one time,
experience had taught me
differently, but at one time

believed that one's powerfulness in

I

making history was a direct reflection of one's
moral purity and
clarity. So

I

was very much into righteousness. Righteousness
was really

the center of my life.

As a young man

I

didn't experience a monolithic culture.

I

experienced an ambiguous culture that was telling me conflicting
messages.

messages

And
I

had an experiential reason to doubt people. The

I

was getting about sexuality for instance. That message was

that there was only one way to live, and that is to have a heterosexual

family and so on. That way was the only really true and good way.

And

so in adolescence

-

consciousness

didn't know words or anything to describe the feelings

I

-

I

even though

was having from other boys.

I

(I

had nothing like today's gay

knew words like queer and faggot, but

never heard the word "gay" or anything that put

a

I

positive or even

neutral connotation on those feelings.)

Although

I

was receiving all of those negative messages,

part of me that just didn't buy them. There was

insistence on my own truth.

I

a self

there was a

confidence or an

didn't really believe that

was a bad

I

person, so if people who were sexually attracted to people of the same
sex were bad people

if that's what society was saying

-

it was saying in the 1950s

-

-

which

then society is wrong. Because

I

is

knew

what
I

was

was attracted to people of the same sex. So once

not a bad person and

I

you catch culture in

a lie,

a lie

that's personal,

is about you,

then

I

think you can move to the next step. You can say so maybe what they are
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saying about Saudi Arabia and Vietnam

is also a lie.

You can start to

question
Theory and other people's ideas have been
important to me in

a

couple of ways. From the negative side or cynical
side, its helped me to
be cynical about expertise or the reliance on theory.

I

have learned

that theories and what experts know are influenced by
many things other

than the truth. On the positive side

really don't think

I

I

would have

been able to understand the importance of social movements or to
be as
steady about orienting my dance with history to social movements without
the intellectual grounding that theory has given me. And there are a lot

of specific tools and techniques that

wouldn't know half what

I

have taken from theory.

I

I

know about working with groups for instance

without some theoretical grounding. And knowing that

I

history, of a tradition was real important for me.

don't think you can

have an identity without a history and
I

was lucky in that

I

was part of a

a heritage.

had a lot of mentors. A lot of wonderful

I

people have picked me out or

I

have been lucky enough to find them and

pick them out. It was definitely under the mentoring of certain folks
that

I

was able to go to all those demonstrations for peace and nuclear

disarmament and to take

assumption

I

a

leadership role in many of them. And another

make is that to operate the way

do in the world is the

I

natural outcome of anyone who feels powerful.

think

I

I

messages as a child that it was alright to be powerful.
for taking initiative.

have as children

-

I

didn't get that sense

that we are powerful,

beaten out of me.
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-

that

I

got a lot of
I

got rewarded

think we all

that we should be powerful,

But then there's something else that

don't know how to put into

I

any reasonable framework of analysis. Yet it
had such an emotional

impact on me that
a

want to tell the story.

I

journalist from New York for

interview she said "You know,
something.
folks.

like it.

And
I

I

a magazine.

think that

I

was being interviewed by

And in the middle of the
I

ought to offer you

I

happen to be

I

would be interested in offering you that in case you'd
said

Well,

a medium,

and

I

do psychic readings for

that's all very new to me, very strange and off

the wall, but I'm curious.

I'm open to a lot of things so I'm open to

that after we do the interview."

So we finished the interview and she got out her crystals and went into
a trance apparently,

and told me a whole bunch of things that she didn't

have any reason to know.

Some things she could have guessed easily, but

other things would have been quite difficult for her to know. So she

begin to gain some credibility with me. And then she went on to say
something like,

"It might be helpful to you in understanding yourself to

realize that you volunteered for this assignment.

That you used to be

in a place of bliss where you came upon the information that folks on

Earth were in trouble.

And you volunteered to leave that situation of

bliss and come here and give folks a hand."

burst into tears and just cried for
"Oh,

a

And when she said that

long time with a deep sense of,

there's somebody who has explained this."

make of that. I'm not sure how

I

I

I

did not know what to

feel about it myself.

I

do know that it

had an emotional impact on me and that hearing her say those things left
me with a great relief,

a great sense of relief.

103

One reason for that sense of relief was that
it helped explain the

loneliness. I've always had a great sense of loneliness,
just pure
loneliness. There

lonely

I

s

less and less of that. The longer

I

live the less

However, there still is some. The loneliness has to
do with

am.

finding other people who can appreciate life on the edge. Because some
of the things

I

do I'm just really scared to do

because that's part of being on the edge.
alone is that sense of being different.
and at the same time

different.

I

I

I

I'm scared a lot

.

The other part of feeling

have always felt different,

have always fought against the ideas that

I

don't quite want to come to grips with the fact that

might really be unique.

was
I

It's the loneliness again.

But in spite of the danger, the loneliness, the havoc this kind of
life can inflict on your personal and family life, I've had a great time
in my life.

Every once in a while

I

hear somebody describe an activist's

life as martyrdom and sacrifice, and it just tickles me no end.

imagine a better life than an activist's life.

more fulfilling life than the one

I

have lived.
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I

I

can't

can't imagine living a

Pamela Gordan
I

-

A Feminist

grew up on a series of small islands in the
Caribbean.

My father

worked with the civil service and we travelled around
from one island to
the other as my father moved from one post to another.

I

remember that

early on we lived in very modest accommodations, in houses
where there
was no indoor plumbing. Then we started living in government houses

which were much better. This were also a symbol of my father's career
development and increasing status.
And

I

remember that we used to take lunch boxes to school.

people had to bring their lunch in paper bags.

Other people had their

lunch on trays with tablecloths and napkins and so on.

ready made clothes until
clothes made.

I

I

But some

was almost grown.

I

never saw

Everybody had their

remember we had some cousins who came to live on the

island with us. Their parents had worked in the oil refineries and they

had ready made clothes.
clothes.

I

It was the first time I'd ever seen ready made

even remember the smell of those clothes.

I

remember

thinking "I'd love to have clothes like that."
I

remember both of my grandmothers. One grandmother was White and

lived in an apartment above the hardware store.

house because it was so enormous.

But it seemed like a

And there were always people coming

in while she presided over tea at this mahogany table in this enormous

dining room.

And she would sit at one end of the table and serve all

sorts of pastries. By contrast,
teas were bush teas.

I

remember my paternal grandmother. Her

She was Black,

and she lived out of town and had

this little plot of land that was sort of wild with everything growing

on it.

All sorts of fruit trees and grasses and things.

to pick these grasses and make tea from them
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-

bush teas.

And she used

We were always having parties and entertaining.
My father was very

sociable and knew people from all over the islands.
go to the parties.

I

I

always refused to

was very shy and very introverted. I'd
rather

listen to music than socialize. I'd stay in my room and
listen to the
radio.

That made me quite different from the rest of my family.
Every

one else was very extroverted, very gregarious.

I

was so withdrawn that

some people didn't even know my father had a second daughter. They

thought my sister was the only daughter.
At school
come first.

I

was very bright and very studious.

I

always came third.

ahead of me.

But

I

could never

There were two other girls who were

And one would come first and the other second, and then

they would reverse it.

But

I

was always the third.

there was one island scholarship every three years.

Now in those days,
If you didn't get

that scholarship, unless your parents were wealthy, you couldn't go on
to higher education.

Mrs.

Farmer was my teacher.

Anyway,

think it

I

must have been my last two years at school that Mrs. Farmer said to me,
"Pam,

if you're just keen for this once, you can do it, you know. Why

don't you try a little harder just to prove to yourself you can do it."
So

I

actually came first once.

difficulty coming first.
scholarship.
at the time.

I

And then after that,

And that's how

was very lucky.

I

think

I

I

I

didn't have any

was able to win the
was at the top of my capacity

It was just the right time for me.

Even a year later I'd

have been stale.
I

don't remember having any particular ambitions as

a child,

but in

my early adolescence with all the things that were going on about

independence and the work that my father was doing in national planning
and development,

I

began to have very strong feelings that
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I

should

somehow be involved in development.

was captivated by the whole idea

I

of development and that life could be made
better for people. And it

seemed so possible at that time.

had actually seen it happen.

I

seen people get better housing, better education,
etc.

I

I

had

was very

conscious of things happening and happening very
rapidly in my own short
lifetime
So,

I

thought economics would be the thing to do with my

scholarship.

went to Bristol, England.

I

I

was the only woman and the

colonial and the only Black in the class.

I

was doing political

economics, so there were a lot of politicians among us.

People from the

Conservative Party and people from the Labor Party. Both sides tried to
get me to join their groups.
I

-

remember the contrast between going to Young Conservative meetings

drinking sherry and wine and partying

-

and going to Labor Club

meetings. The Labor Club meetings were a totally different thing, you
know.

Very serious stuff going on.

A lot of discussion about socialism

and so on.

I

was much more comfortable with the Young Conservatives at

that time.

I

met an old friend recently who said that back then

wouldn't even have a conversation about Marx.
about it.

I

wouldn't even talk

It was just such an anathema to me.

Although I'd lived in a very poor country and had come from
I'd never thought about poverty before

of modest means,

England.

I

And

I

never thought about race.

I

I

a

family

got to

remember the first time

I

ever realized that people were discriminated against on the basis of
race.

Although

I

had noticed that White people were always well off and

people who were poorer seem to always be Black.

But

I

think

about that as a class thing like with my grandmothers because
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I

thought
it

seemed

to me when

was growing up that everybody mixed
together.

I

class was the important thing.

And that

couldn't put it in those terms at
that

I

time; but people who were better off, people
who had a certain standard

of living,

sort of associated with each other.

And some were Brown

skinned, and some were White, and some were Black.
But when

Undoing
trade.
I

.

went to England,

I

I

read a book called The Sun is Mv

By a woman called Marguerite Steen.

It was the first time that I'd ever read about slavery.

knew that there was slavery, but

or with my country.

family.

It was about the slave

I

I

mean,

had never associated it with myself

In fact we were very colonial.

Particularly in my

And we celebrated the King's birthday. It was a great event

everybody looked forward to. We had parades, and we would sing things
like "Land of Hope and Glory" and "Rule Britannia."

"Rule Britannia"
at the time,

-

I

always remember

"Britain never, never, never will be slaves."

it never struck me as being ironic.

I

certainly didn't hear

anybody raising any questions about things like that.
subjects of His Majesty the King.

But

We were all loyal

And occasionally members of the royal

family would visit and everything would be halted.

country would be in great jubilation.

And the whole

We had a real sense of Mother

Country
I

And

was raised in a family that was very conservative in many ways.
I,

myself, was very apolitical. Until the 40s there was no adult

suffrage and

I

remember very vividly the first elections and what my

father had to say about that. And what my father had to say about the
first political leaders.

The first people elected by the people who

were sort of working class types and all of that.

contempt for them.

He thought that they didn
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t

He had a lot of

understand anything

about government.

That they were not trained.

He had a very colonial

attitude. That somehow you have to prepare to
take on responsibility.

You had to prepare to be ready for self-government.
I

got my degree when

I

corresponded with David.

was 21. While

I

A young man

had known since

I

was in university
I

I

was 13 and who

had won the mens' scholarship three years earlier. He had stayed
in the
islands and gone to medical school. We used to write a lot of letters
to

each other, and finally
I

I

decided

missed getting the job that

Planning by just

a few months.

I

really wanted with the Ministry of

I

So

would marry him.

I

took a

j

ob with the Ministry of

Finance. It turned out to be such a bore than

left after a year and

I

got a job with the University.
So

I

was married and doing a

apartment.

j

ob which

I

enjoyed. We had a small

We decided not to have children right away so that we would

concentrate on building David's career.

We'd been married a couple of

years when he got his first postgraduate scholarship.
England, where he did his pediatrics.

somebody talked me out of it and

I

I

So we went to

was going to do law, but

did social work instead, because

I

thought social work was the kind of job were you could have children and
move around with your husband.

I

was the first Black social worker in

the City of Birmingham.
I

spent a couple of years doing that while David was doing his

pediatrics.

And when we came back, David took

Save the Children and

I

I

j

ob as a doctor with

worked with the same program as a social worker.

Those were very good years.

interesting work.

a

I

mean it was really very exciting, very

used to organize the mothers clubs and train and

supervise the field workers.

I

really enjoyed that job. It was doing
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the kind of work that I'd imagined that

contribution to development.

would do.

I

It was making a

It was getting out into the
rural areas

and working with people, poor people and seeing
things happen.

very involved.

And at first,

I

also enjoyed that David and

working together, although that was when

I

I

I

felt

were

begin to realize that we

really had very different views on things; so different in
fact that we

often ended up quarreling about things.
The differences were mainly about people and about how you should

relate to people. They had to do with the whole hierarchical status
thing.

He was the doctor, he was in charge, he was important and should

be listened to. My views about those things were quite different and

always had been. All though I'm not quite sure where those views come
from.

Some of it came from my father.

I

remember very clearly my father

always showed people real respect regardless of who they were. The

reason
mother.

I

remember that is because it caused so much conflict with my

My mother always paid more attention to people who had money

and status and so on.

She was really class-ist.

She had hang-ups about

class and even race. My father would often associate with people like

messengers or gardeners, while my mother believed that certain people
were not good enough to come through the front door and would insist
that they go to the back.
At any rate,
In fact

I

was quite convinced that

very early on

the people that

I

I

I

did not know everything.

started to realize that

I

could learn more from

was working with than from books, and that in many

cases the books were wrong.

meaningful experience for me.

This is a simple story, but it was a very
I

was standing on the beach in this

fishing village where we were running an applied nutrition program.
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And

part of the job was to give nutrition
education, and help mothers to
understand what was nutritious for their
children.
Now one of the

cardinal principles in case work

is

confidentiality.

So

was trying to

I

get this mother into her house so that we
wouldn't have everybody else

listening to what we were talking about.

But all her friends and

neighbors kept coming up and crowding around us.
thought,

what

I

"Why am

know.

I

suddenly

I

trying to get this woman by herself so

Why can't

each other?

And

I

I

can tell her

talk with everybody? Why can't we talk with

Maybe they also know something that she should know.

it's not just what

I

know that she should know."

Maybe

But at the time,

of these differences didn't seem so serious to me.

all

He did respect me

and we really did work as a team.

Then

I

had a series of miscarriages so we decided to adopt.

got Philip. Philip was a great joy.

gave up my job with Save the

I

Children. And then when Philip was about two,

used to take him everywhere with me, in
wheel in the front like

a car.

I

And we

I

started working again.

a little car seat

which had

worked for the government as

I

a

a

community development officer. And after I'd been in that job for about
two years,

David was off to do another postgraduate degree, so

sort of pulled up roots and

went back to England.

I

another degree, but by that time Philip was
first time

-

4 and

I

I

I

just

considered doing

discovered

-

for the

that it is almost impossible to combine being a mother

with being a career person.

I

hadn't had that experience before,

because in the islands we had a lot of domestic help. You could get home

within a few minutes.

But in London, without any help

keep it up even though Philip was in

a

Ill

daycare center.

I

just couldn't

After his scholarship David got

a job with the Food and

Institute on one of the larger islands. By that
time
again. This time

I

I

Nutrition

was pregnant

went full term and Carolina was born in
October.

stayed at home with her for the first year and

wanted go back to work.

This time

I

then decided that

was going to do teaching.

going to do a diploma in Education because

I

I

I

I

was

thought that would be an

appropriate career that would fit in with David's.

I

was always thinking

of what would be an appropriate career that would fit in with
David's

and with children and all that.

So

I

thought teaching would be the

thing to do
So

I

actually registered with the School of Education to do the

diploma in Education.

And then a friend of mine, who at that time was

the advisor on women's affairs to the government, was offered another

job as head of the Agency for Public Information and she wanted to take
that job.

she wanted to find somebody to take over her post at

And,

Women's Affairs.

So she asked me to do it.

She felt that my background

in community development and administration was an appropriate

background for the post. Now the post of Advisor was obviously
political post and
that

I

I

a

was not political at all. So my first reaction was

was really not appropriate. But it was a part-time job and she

really thought

I

could do the job so

I

thought,

"Well, part-time will

suit me fine." The Minister didn't seem to worry about the fact that

was not political, and not from that island. Actually

afterwards that one of my qualification was that

I

I

learned

was happily married.

They wanted a married woman for the post. They did not want

woman or a divorced woman.

I

a

single

They wanted somebody who would not rock the

boat
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So

I

decided to do that job.

had no background in women's issues.

I

I'd never heard the word "feminist."

I'd never been involved in women's

organizations. This was in 1974 and the International
Women's Year

Conference in Mexico City was coming up.
about women's affairs.

I

So

I

began to learn something

learned a lot from the women at the grassroots

level that we were meeting with in order to plan the
program for the

Women's Affairs Office. And then,
at the international level.

I

also had a lot of exposure to women

So it was a combination of what

I

was

learning from grassroots women and all the intellectual stuff at the
international level. And one effect all this was having was to make me
look at the contradictions in my own life.

even though

I

Because

I

began to see that

had the car and the job and the nice house and the husband

and the children and all that, there was a sense in which

was trapped

I

by these very things.
By this time
time.

I

was working at the job with the Women's Bureau full

The Women's Decade provided endless opportunities to meet people,

to attend meetings and training sessions. To build a network of people

who were interested in what we were doing in the Bureau.

travelling all over the world. So
the issues.

I

I

was

really begin to learn a lot about

And the conflicts with David that began when we were

working with Save the Children really blew up because

I

was associating

with working class women and women who were prostitutes and so on. And
this was not proper and

I

couldn't bring those women to my house, and

all that kind of stuff.

But then David was offered a new job which really was a great career

opportunity and so we were moving again which meant that
up my job with the Women's Bureau

I

And for the first time,
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had to give
I

really

resented It,
out,

I

didn't want to leave. On the other
hand,

exhausted and knew that

So

I

I

was also burnt

needed a break.

quit and moved with my husband and family
thinking

going to be a housewife.
guitar,

I

I

I

was just

I

was going to do yoga, learn to play
the

take Spanish lessons. And for a whole year,
that's exactly what

did.

But just before leaving the post with the Women's Bureau
we had had
this regional workshop on integrating women in Caribbean
development.

You see the Bureau was the only official organization dealing with
Women
and Development in the whole region. So

I

keep going to all these

meetings with Latin American groups where the Caribbean was just an
appendage.

And it seemed to me that there were

a lot of major

differences between Latin American women and Caribbean women.
thought,

"Well, we must get ourselves together.

a regional,

So

I

The Caribbean must have

or a sub-regional meeting of women from the English-speaking

Caribbean." So with some connections

I

had made we funded

meeting and out of that meeting came

a

number of recommendations. One of

those being that the University should establish

a

a

sub-regional

women's unit within

it's Extra-Mural Department. We established a steering committee to work
on the recommendation and
Now,

I

was the Secretary of that committee.

at that workshop, we had invited somebody from the Carnegie

Foundation, as well as representatives from IPTF and UNICEF. So when we
moved, although

I

was not officially working,

happened which allowed me to continue my work.

in fact two things

One was that the

Pathfinder Fund had a task force on Women and Development and invited me
to be on it.

They were just setting up their women's program.

And

being on the task force of the Pathfinder Fund meant that they brought
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me to Boston three times in the course of
that year.

At the same time,

as Secretary of this committee, working on
setting up a program within

the University,

I

was able to go to New York and continue
negotiating

funding from Carnegie for the Women's Unit at the
University.

although

I

wasn't doing any paid employment,

So,

had the time and the

I

opportunity to develop and conceptualize the women's program at
the

University
Now,

that

I

had no intention of doing it.

I

I

would actually do this program.

my Spanish classes and my children.

house that

I

loved, and so on.

So

I

Because

that wasn't my idea
I

was into my yoga and

We'd just moved into

a

beautiful

But sometime around May, when Carnegie

was almost ready to fund the unit,
the program?"

mean,

they said "Well, who's going to run

said "I don't know."

They said,

know who's going to run the program, let us know."

"Well, when you
So we had a meeting

of the steering committee to discuss the issue and that's when

that

I

would do it.

I

Because it was difficult to actually convey all the

ideas to anybody else.

I

mean,

developing this program that

I

I

was so involved in conceptualizing and

decided

I

had to implement it myself.

So we started the program at the University in August of 1978,
it was in April of 1979 when

I

I

and

went to Bangkok and discovered feminism

and the relevance of feminism. You see when

with women's issues,

decided

I

first started this work

felt a big distance between what we were doing

and what these crazy North Americans were doing.

I

would say, "We are

about integrating women into development, we're not interested in all
this women's liberation stuff."

Now

I

had begun to experience some very interesting changes in my

understanding and analysis from the time
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I

began to work with the

Women's Bureau. As

said before, those changes were
due partly to the

I

exposure to intellectual issues that

I

got as result of all the

international travel and meetings. But it was also
related to

encountering working class women, hearing about their
lives, observing
their lives.

Being around and working with working class
women had a

real impact on my consciousness. All the things that
seemed to give me
an advantage over them,

constraints.
children,

I

also began to see those things as traps, as

The middle class status, the secure job, the husband,
the

the car,

the status in society

-

all of those things could

also be traps
In fact,

I

begin to see that those were very confining.

feel that as a middle class professional, wife and mother,

certain things that

I

was supposed to do.

else it just was not acceptable.

I

And if

I

I

begin to

there were

tried to do anything

became increasingly aware, for

instance, that the world of cocktail parties and dinner parties and all
of that was just a very different setting from the world of going to

community workshops, from the world of sitting down with

women in a community center, or walking around

a

a

group of

village and talking to

women about what they were doing, going to a market, going to
and seeing women in those settings.

There is still a level at which

can't even name some of these things.

had something that
conscious way.
things that

I

I

I

did not.

I

just knew that

I

It just seemed to me that they

can't say that
I

a farm,

I

envied them, not in any

was encountering contradictions,

did not fully understand. That their lives seemed to be

much freer than my own.
Now

I

knew that their lives were very hard. But it seemed to me that

they had a kind of dignity and a kind of strength which
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I

didn't feel

that

I

had.

I

had all that education, all that
training.

was the person who limited the use of that
potential.

And yet,

Because

I

was

I

always willing to go along with David and to
make decisions about

fitting in around the edges of his life.
A lot of this is in retrospect.

And a lot of this analysis comes as

a result of being asked to think about it and
analyze it.

all

At the time,

knew was that there was something about these women,

I

a kind of

freedom, a kind of integrity, a kind of autonomy, that was
in very sharp

contrast to what
But that was what

And

knew my own life was.

I

saw.

I

also knew that

I

Now, maybe that wasn't true

doing the work that

really enjoyed it when

I

I

was with those women and

was doing in the Bureau in a way that

I

did not

enj°y going to cocktail parties, having dinner parties. And

I

found that

I

I

increasingly became alienated from those kinds of things and from the

kinds of conversations that went on at those functions.

And then a real moment of truth was when
Because, for the first time,

leaving my own work.
I

if

didn't,

to go.

I

used to say things like,
I

wrong about this.

I

Why is it that

thought, you know,

"There's something

I

am always the one to have to give up

I

I

for the first time.

had experiences with women

was working with Save the Children.

people's homes and

"Because

really didn't want

The interesting thing is that I'd had
I

it's a pity

I

So there was some resentment there,

everything?"

"You know,

remember saying those words.

would stay here with the Bureau."

And for the first time

before when

was leaving the Bureau.

really questioned and felt angry about

have a happy marriage."

that
I

I

I

I

I

went into poor

walked around villages and so on.
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And

I

was the

middle class professional, operating in
that world of cocktail parties
and dinners. But at that time I wasn't
struck by the contradictions.
I
remember, one of my close friends was the wife
of a plantation owner.
In fact,

she is the godmother of my son.

I

mean, we were that close.

And we would go out and run a clinic on their
plantation with these
children who were severely malnourished because their
parents didn't
have any money to buy food.

And then we'd go and have lunch at the

Estate House, and sit on the veranda, and talk about
utopian things.

About going and starting

a

new kind of society. They were kind, honest

people who helped their laborers with medical care and second hand
clothes. And

I

never saw any contradictions in all of that.

It wasn't until

became involved in the women's movement that

I

to do any kind of structural analysis

problems with poverty and with health.

I

.

I

I

certainly saw the

thought the way that you solve

that was to have clinics, like the clinics that we were doing.
I

could not see at the time, although

I

see it very clearly now,

that it didn't matter how good and honest and decent Mary and Martin

were as individuals, they were part of a structure of oppression that

oppressed people.

And it didn't matter how kind they were, what really

was required was to challenge and change that structure.

questions never arose.

And

I

But those

had no way of analyzing them until

I

encountered feminism.
But then in 1979

I

went to this meeting in Bangkok on Feminist

Ideology and Structures.

And

I

remember saying to some of my friends

don't want to tell anybody that I'm going to this conference on
feminism, because the word feminist had a very negative connotation.
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I

Anyway, this meeting in Bangkok was very
important.

meeting that
a White

I

It was at that

met Charlotte Bunch for the first time.

Now Charlotte is

American woman who comes out of the Civil Rights
Movement and

her presentation was about how she became involved
in the Women's

Movement.

And she talked about her involvement in the Civil
Rights

Movement, as a White woman.

And how, as she struggled on behalf of

Black people, she discovered her own alienation and powerlessness
as

a

woman
Now at that time the whole issue of the New Economic Order was

a

major concern to those of us in developing countries. And Charlotte's
speech really help put a lot of things in perspective for me. Things

begin to click,
and power.

I

begin to understand the connections between oppression

Whether it was men against women, Whites against Black, rich

people against poor people, or rich nations against poor nations.
all the things

I

And

had been learning about feminism suddenly seemed useful

to me as a way to understand the relationships between nation states and

between development or the lack of
It was so compelling that

I

it.

left Bangkok swearing that

every opportunity to explore feminism and what it meant.

determined to learn everything
myself,

I

I

would take

So

I

I

went back

begin to ask questions of

"To what extent was feminism a part of the work that

at the University or of the work
I

could. And

I

had done with the Bureau?"

learned was that it was not. That the whole idea of

a

I

was doing

And what

Women's Bureau,

of national machineries, of income generating and so on, was not

feminist. At least not in the sense that these things were concerned

with looking at issues of power and structure and the relationships

between men and women.
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But when

went to that meeting,

I

I

began to realize that you could

not separate the private from the public.

You couldn't separate what

went on within households from what went on in the
economy.

That

meeting started a whole new intellectual and personal
process for me.

You see, at a personal level

had become increasingly alienated from

I

the gender hierarchies within my own household.

I

mean,

I

could no

longer accept that the way things were was the way they had to be.
But
was also beginning to understand that if things were going to change,

I

I

would have to change them, that David was not gonna change them, that
society was not gonna change them. Nobody but myself could change them.
So increasingly

I

would make some decisions about my work, and then

figured out how

I

was going to negotiate them with David. Increasingly

just withdrew.

I

mean

started off trying to get David to deal with our

I

relationship. To talk about

it,

to get into counseling.

totally unwilling to accept that there was
things like,

I

a problem.

He was just

And he would say

"You read too many books... Why are you always analyzing

these things?"
At the level of work,

I

frustrated, about work. And

found that
I

I

was increasingly isolated,

really felt out of it.

I

wasn't even sure

what was happening there. Politically and ideologically, as

reading and talking with others,
my analysis.

I

a

result of

was becoming increasingly feminist in

had this network of international women, who had taken

I

an interest in my work and who were very affirming and encouraging and

supportive and so on.

But,

just felt very unsupported.
I

at the level of the organization itself,

Very

...

I

nearly said unloved.

felt very isolated and very alone and very unloved and

unappreciated.

I

practically dropped out.
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I

was ready to leave the

I

program.

Really. My feminist consciousness was
causing me to grow away

from the organization.
So

I

And

I

was also growing away from my
marriage.

was isolated both professional and personally.

But at the same time

I

found that

had a new clarity of purpose.

I

The clarity that comes with understanding and
analysis.

A new

understanding of power relationships and of the structural
nature of
oppression.
and that

I

And my sense of purpose was that things could be
different
could have a part in making them different.

That the Women

and Development Unit could be an organization that would make
a major

contribution not only to the empowerment of women but to real social
change.

Increasingly, my sense of purpose and my vision was not just

about saving women.

Because how can you just save women and leave

everybody else out there?

Part of how

I

had come to understand what

feminism about was that it was about people, about children, about men,
about the elderly.
about nurturing.

It was about caring for people, not things.

It was

It was about a world which rejects violence and all

forms of oppression.
[For this new awareness and for the position as Director of the

Women and Development Unit, Pamela has become international known for
her commitment and leadership to the empowerment of women and to

a new

This is how she makes meaning of

vision and definition of development.

her life and her road to becoming an activist]
Up until recently, my work experience has always been in little

blocks, two to three years.

In fact,

read my CV, they would never give me

woman

is not steady?

I

remember saying that if anybody

a job,

because they would say this

She's always doing something for two years and
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then leaving it.

But still

I

following without really know
It seems that when

I

see this pattern,

this path

have been

it.

look back it's almost as if..?

exactly an inevitability, but

I

...

Well it's

somehow everything that I've done has

led to this, without me planing it at all. Doing the work

childhood dream come true. When

not

I

was a child,

contribution to Caribbean development.

I

do is like a

wanted to make

I

That was the reason

I

a

did a

degree in economics. And then almost by accident that dream has come
But in a way that is quite different that

true.

Winning the scholarship was important.
in myself, because until
in confidence that

I

had imagined

That gave me some confidence

actually did that,

I

I

I

still felt very lacking

could actually do anything.

I

came back after

completing my studies wanting to work in the Planning Unit, but didn't
get that job.

I

got another job and,

But each of the jobs that

what

I

in one sense,

gave up my dream.

did do was an important building block to

I

ultimately ended up doing. And it seems that constantly I'm being

given just the right opportunities.
the Women's Bureau because

I

Ironically

I

was given the job with

was happily married and they thought

I

wouldn't make waves, but also because of my background in community
development.

thought
I

I

That's why my friend who had held the position before me

would be suitable

think having

a

community, a network was also important, because

many of the people that

I

was working with regionally and

internationally also went through that same process that

I

went through.

Their own experience and exposure to ideas has deepened their analysis
and understanding.
from each other.

So I've had this network of women who ve learned

And when we meet, there's
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a

mutual sharing and there

s

a mutual

learning.

meet new people.

And there's

a

mutual support. And then of course you

So you're always growing, you're always
learning. And

in turn these friendships allow you not only to
learn but to get

involved and do other things. And also, it was the UN
Decade for Women.
I

was able to make connections. Some women leaders at the
international

level took an interest in me and my work. They were donors;

was a

I

grantee. And so on it goes.
But in fact,

it was my consciousness of my oppression as a woman

that helped me to become conscious of other kinds of oppression.

race and imperialism.

I

mean,

that really is very clear to me.

consciousness of my own oppression as

a

Class,
So my

woman is what gave me

experientially the key to understanding other kinds of oppression.

And my consciousness of gender oppression took
It started with recognizing the contradictions,

a while

to develop.

first of all,

in my own

life. That was the first experiential piece and that came about because

of my encounters with working class women in the Bureau.

Secondly,

it

had to do with beginning to understand those contradictions because of
my exposure to the international movement, in other words to people like

Devaki

,

Charlotte, Adrian who affirmed me. And who give me an

intellectual framework, that sense that "you're not crazy"

...

other

people think like you and believe in what you want to do.
But it took both my experience with grassroots women

-

which led me

to became more and more connected to my own experience as a woman and to

the experience of injustice in my own person

-

as well as my contact

with people like Charlotte and others who gave me the capacity to
analyze and conceptualize. You see, at the conscious level,
"I want to

understand feminism and

I

I

was saying

want to explore that as a tool for
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making meaning of my work."
emotional level, what

I

But at an unconscious level, at an

see now is that

I

was also working through the

oppression in my own life. And if you are left with just experience,
you
often don't have words to describe it or the categories to analyze
I

mean,

I

it.

know, without being able to name it, that those women have

something that

I

didn't. You get a sense of the contradictions. But you

can't really name them.
In other words, understanding that the relation between David and

myself was structural

.

It wasn't just my failures or his faults;

in large part the way we were socialized.

it was

It was what was expected of

us. And whether Mary and Martin were nice people or not nice people

-

wasn't entirely irrelevant, but that was not the most important issue.
The issue was that there were certain structures that made it difficult
for people to operate other than in a ways that are consistent with
It took being able to name those things for me to

those structures.

understand that real social change and real development could only come
about through fundamental change in the structure of society.

And there are some general principles that in someway have always
been a part of my work, but that
explicitly until

I

I

was unable to articulate and act on

was conscious of my own oppression and had

framework from which to analyze

a

Real development and real

it.

empowerment of women must begin from

a set of

basic principles.

Principles that need to be accepted and acted upon by everyone. Those

principles are; a commitment to justice,

commitment to participation, and

a

a

commitment to equity, a

commitment to letting people define

their own development and their own lives.
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My father, in fact most of the Caribbeans
fact that

I

I

know, are baffled by the

have turned down a number of prestigious jobs with

international organizations such as the UN. They see that as the

definition of real success. But

I

cannot think of anything that

would rather being doing; of any role

that
I

I

I

don't want tho s e kind of jobs

I

would rather being playing.

want power to act, to control my own life first of all.

To make

definitions about my own life, and the ability to act on those
definitions. That's the kind of power

anybody else.

I

I

want.

I

don't want to oppress

want to use that power to enable other people to do

that for themselves.

I

mean,

there is a power to empower others.

people do have the capacity to empower other people.

is,

There

By giving them

the resources they need, by giving them the respect they deserve. And

that is what satisfies me.

myself.

When

I

That is what makes me feel good about

can make definitions about my own life, and help other

people to do that for themselves.
I

want to retire with

would be that

I

a

clear conscience, and the clear conscience

had done my bit, and

I

had left in place not only an

institution but an analysis that can be worked on.

I

want to know that

at least I've raised some questions that were not being raised before.

And that there are some people out there whose lives have been changed
because of involvement with the organizations and program
to develop.

I

have helped

Not just in the Caribbean, and not just in the South, but in

the North as well.

And that the struggle continues.
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Jim Connelly
I

was born in Madison, Wisconsin in 1959, although

there for more than a year.
to Michigan when

up,

A Community Organizer

-

I

I

didn't live

am the oldest of three children.

I

was about 4, and that was pretty much where

in the suburbs of Detroit.

I

We moved
I

grew

lived a secure upper middle class

life. The neighborhood we lived in was affluent.

It's where all the

General Motors executives and people like that lived. Kathy Iacoaco was
my girlfriend when

I

was in 6th grade.

I

use to bring her flowers from

our garden. But we lived further out in a big old farmhouse with a barn

and everything where the people were not quite so upper middle class.

My mother had a very strong sense of fairness, which

passed along to me. My father had

a

I

think she

strong environmental ethic. Just

a

very personal reaction to seeing litter and pollution and disregard for
the natural world that he passed on to me.

designed

a

When

I

was 10 years old

I

little leaflet for Earth Day; and with his help took it

around to all the houses in the neighborhood.

environmental issues that

And

I

think it was around

first had the sense that something is wrong

I

with the world. Now my father is politically very conservative. But
didn't understand that for a long time.
like an environmentalist.

I

.

always thought he was just

didn't understand probably til

15 that he was a conservative,

conservativism

I

I

I

was maybe

that he believed in economic

That he's really sort of like a William

Buckley

F.

libertarian conservative.
Actually, the Detroit riots was another of those times

I

had that

same sense. That sense that something is wrong with the world and that

grown ups don't know what they're talking about. Now the riots didn't
affect me or my family directly. It wasn't as if
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I

had to stay indoors

because of the curfew, or had to watch out
for snipers or anything like
that.

But

I

would watch baseball games at the same time
that

I

that

I

would sit and read about the riots in the newspapers
or Life magazine.
I

would just sit on the couch,

7,

8

years old, and just look at the

pictures in the newspaper or magazine
worlds. At one level

I

-

seeing these two very discrete

would be thinking, "This is really neat, the fire

department and the national guard, and all the burning buildings
the same time,

I

At

"

would be tuning in to the Black players on the Detroit

Tigers team and how freaked out they were about what was happening

They couldn't hold the pretense. They couldn't keep these two worlds
separate.

And my little antennas went up. And

I

begin to tune in, not

so much to the content of what people were saying about the riots

but

,

the expressions on people's faces and the tone of people's voices and

how people just dismissed certain things.

You know, just the kinds of

things you notice when you're a little boy. And the information

given when

I

I

was

would ask questions would be stuff like "Black people in

the city are not like us. You have to understand that not all of them

are like Mrs. Rice,

(Mrs.

Rice was our cleaning woman). Mrs. Rice

OK... but everybody else...

don't respect poverty.

they're just different,

they're lazy,

they

After all nice people wouldn't burn down their

own homes." In other words Black people were "crazy."
myself,

is

And

I

said to

"This is just coming out of the ozone. People don't just burn up

their homes for nothing." And

I

was pretty certain, at that age,

that

basically, the grown ups around me just didn't have a handle on this
one.
I

Didn't have a handle on most things, but this was really obvious.

was convinced...

I

don't know where that convention came from ...but

those
was convinced there was a reason why Black people were doing
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I

things that grown ups just didn't understand. So
that was a pretty

important time in my life.

That was a time when

I

felt very confused

and just had that sense of "there's something wrong here." And
there was
a sense of real cognitive dissonance there.

A sense of being aware of

the dissonance between wealth and poverty.

And that was probably my first experience of feeling different. Of
feeling that in terms of class and race,

I

was different from other

people in the world. Up until a certain time,
like me,

that everybody did what

I

I

thought everybody was

did that my experiences were pretty

much like everybody else's experiences.

Well, by then

I

had had

experiences with people who thought of me as super wealthy which made me
feel different in a way

I

couldn't quite make sense of. And

I

was always

thought of as very serious and as someone who acted much older than my
years, so that segmented me out from other children at an early age.

I

went to public school up till 3rd grade.

sent to a private elementary school.

interact with kids who
Brookside,

I

I

had been in.

I

I

I

was

started to

went to, was very different from the

It was like going from a place where the

principle value is discipline to
learning.

And that's when

I

started to understand were really wealthy.

the private school

public school

And then in 3rd grade

a

place where the principle value is

And it was beautiful!

was told that this was a school for really smart kids. And now

understand, which

I

didn't then,

I

that it was a school of really wealthy

kids too. But all my real friends went to public school.

every day and see my friends who went to public school.
sort of dual life. There were the kids
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I

I

I

'

d go home

lived this

went to school with, and then

I

had a gang of kids that

bicycled and fished with, and just did all

I

those things that boys do. And
that.

I

think

I

I

can remember feeling really torn about

felt left out of some of the things that most
of my

friends were involved with.

And the situation was often

a

little

awkward for me. My friends would say, "Oh, you go there," or either
inappropriate reverence like, "Oh that's where the smart kids go;" or
some kind of put down like,

"That's where rich kids go," or some

combination of the two

I

went to school; and
who

I

I

met in school.

.

So

was not always really proud of where

I

was certainly not building my life around people
So that was part of that experience of somehow

being different.
Now another really- important memory
about the 6th grade and as

I

I

have.

I

must have been in

said we lived in this really big farmhouse,

with a lot of land and a great big barn.

So other kids in the

neighborhood loved to come to visit my house because we had
house out in the barn. And

a

a giant club

bunch of us got together and say, "Let's

have a fair," and somehow my father overheard this and said "Oh, that's
a good idea.

Why don't you have a fair and I'll help you organize it."

And we had this wonderful fair. We had hay rides and

a

spook house and

all kinds of things. And we sold tickets and gave the money we raised to

charity.

And we had this whole planning committee, and

I

was in charge

of the planning committee.
It was a very powerful experience for me.

became something!

I

had an idea and then it

That experience left me with this sense of

possibility, a sense that

I

could be a powerful actor in the world. They

Coin
even wrote an article about us in the paper, "Small Fries Raise Big

for Leader Dogs," something like that.
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High school was a different experience.

I

started out just sort of

following the path that had been laid out for me, which
was to go to

Cranburg School for Boys. But it was terrible!

It was really hard going

from Brookside, which was very protective, to prep school
which was like

Lord of the Flies

.

It was really brutal;

there was a lot of brutality.

Now

I

understand, looking back, that it was meant to groom and prepare us to
bs the future leaders of America, the men who would one day run things
I

think you have to basically be "trained" to be an oppressor, and they

do that by making sure you get clobbered.

When you arrive in 7th grade

they treat you like dirt. You get pulverized by everybody and everything

through 8th and 9th grade.

But by the time you're a senior you're ready

to run things and be oppressive to everyone below you.

There was a lot of brutality, yet somehow

escaped a lot of it because, either

I

I

personally managed to

was on the giving side, or because

of my athletic ability. Being athletic allowed me to escape a lot of the

stuff that would have otherwise come at me.
Not that

I

was one of the major bullies, but

I

great regret really, going after some other boys.
a lot of shit too.

kids. But

I

Looking back

I

think

I

can remember, with
I

can remember getting

had it easier than

a

lot of

sometimes got caught up in the tribal mentality just like

everybody else; and the way you keep from being clobbered was to be the
one doing the clobbering.

about this. When

I

I've actually done quite a bit of thinking

look back on those experiences,

it really was like we

were being trained to be inhuman.
But before

I

really inhuman,

got to the 12th grade and could be really in charge and
I

sort of jumped the track in some major ways.
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I

definitely jumped the track in some major ways
between 10th and 11th
grade. You see friendships have always been
really important to me and

have really shaped my life in major ways. And
even in that context

I

had

the opportunity to get to know some kids who were
really different. And

who came from really different backgrounds. One of my
best friends in

high school, kind of starting in 9th grade, was
who was there on scholarship.

I

And also

I

I

His father was a union

remember that, a UAW organizer.

incredibly decent guy.

named Tim Rodney,

He liked a lot of the same things

liked. He came from a Catholic family.

organizer,

a guy

He was just really an

got to be really close to the

chaplain, a guy named Tom Butterfield, who also seemed to have a very

high regard for me, and really sort of made

a point of

including me in a

whole lot of things that he was doing.

I

became a good athlete;

of recognition for that.

I

became a very good soccer goalie, got a lot
I'm talking about 9th and 10th grade.

really began to came into my own in a major way.

I

I

really started to

think much more critically about things. It's hard to explain how that
happened.

I

had somehow, just through some friendships, gotten myself

associated with the counterculture, the anti author itarian kids. But
-

didn't do drugs and

I

was an athlete and a straight-A student,

still had the respect of the faculty and other students. Again,

so
I

I

I

was

sort of living in two different worlds.
The other things that happened,

was

I

in terms of me jumping the track,

had a lot of exposure to ideas through books and through all the

people who would come and speak at the school. We had Rosa Parks come.
We had Peter Watkins came and showed "The War Game." We showed the film
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Hearts and Minds.
read a lot.

I

Daniel Elsberg came and spoke at
assemble.

read all the time.

I

And

remember reading The Art of T.nvin

I

«,

by

Eric Fromm, and just being really
impressed by that. Now there were
some
teachers who were definitely feeding
this stuff to me.
It wasn't just
like finding it in the library on my
own.
It was like the science

teacher would say "Oh, you'd be really
interested in this article about
the limits of nuclear power."

Some people in the school sort of saw
me

as thinking critically about things and
very deliberately fed me things.

In my senior year a very important thing
happened. The summer of my

junior year,

I

about my age.

went to work in

a

summer camp in Connecticut.

Which was easy, because

a

I

lied

constant theme throughout my

whole life had been being seen as acting older than

I

was.

But some

people who worked with me in the dorm and who also worked
in the camp
every summer said,

"Oh you should come work at this camp, just tell

you're 19." So that's what

New England.

I

I

did. And it was great.

had my journals and

I

I

'em

fell in love with

just read and thought and wrote in

my journal. Actually it was through these outdoor experiences that

first begin to think about issues of empowerment. It was sort of

I

a

result of my being a student leader and at the same time helping younger
kids give voice to their fears and frustrations. But, at that time,

I

really wasn't thinking in political terms. It was much more at the level
of understanding it interpersonally
So that was a really wonderful summer.

reflecting about myself and about life.

I

I

really did

a

lot of

came back home the day before

early soccer practice started. And that morning when my alarm went off,
I

turned it off and went back to bed.

soccer.

I

just decided to stop playing

Now this was gonna be my pride year.
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This was gonna be the

year when
quit.

I

was gonna be the star, all state,
hot stuff.

didn't wanna do it any more.

I

Over the summer
this."

I

started to think, And it was like

I

group which
I

What
I

I

I

just

didn't like the competition.

don't want to go through the grind:

competition.

women who

I

And

I

"I don't

wanna do

don't enjoy the

really wanted to do was join this modern dance

had been heavily recruited for that Spring. See,
these

had meet in some sort of outdoor dance thing were
looking

for men who could dance; men who could dance at all,
who could like not

fall over, basically.

Very low requirements.

to me was very persuasive:

And the way they put it

"There are women here who have done every

thing but kill to be in this performance group. There are 700 women
in
our school who wanna dance in this group.

just walk in and be in the group.

This is the best.

You can

You don't have to do anything. We'll

choreograph the dances around the fact that all the women know how to
dance and the men don't.

When will you ever have

a chance to do

something like this again?"
So

I

did it.

I

joined the dance troupe instead of playing soccer.

And it was enormously risky, given the fact that
school,

who

I

to drop out and join a dance group.

I

went to

a

jock prep

The person who was my coach,

called up and told, "I'm not gonna play soccer this year," said

was out of my mind. And then literally stopped speaking to me.

I

And

about two months into the school year, the school psychiatrist stopped
me and said "You are a mess,
in or something.

He says,

with.

I

didn't have my shirt tucked

"Come down to my office.

me at such and such a time."

riot act.

look at you."

I

You have to talk to

went down there and he just read me the

"You're, no longer a good model for the students you work

For all we know you're gay."

Really intense stuff.
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And like a

certain wing of the school just wrote me
off. Just stopped talking to
me.

Just because

I

wanted to do something different. That
was a very

radicalizing experience; it was like the establishment
was against me.
The power structure of the school rejected me
for a decision I'd made

about something

I

really wanted to do.

But that summer at camp and that semester
alive.
I

I

was really spiritually

I

just remember going on a lots of little retreats by myself.

had a day off I'd spend it walking, writing, whatever.

I

If

can remember

from a very young age praying, and feeling some relationship with
God.

And feeling like there was a very loving God,

a

very accepting God,

a

very forgiving God. A presence. My religious background was Irish
Catholic.

But both my parents had sort of fallen away from the Church.

My experience was actually going to a Unitarian Church and being part of

youth group which was very important in shaping

many of my religious

convictions. Over the years my religious affiliations have been

different

At time it's been more like a Quaker notion that God is

.

within. And later liberation theology became really important to me.
The next wild thing

did was

I

coming from the context

I

didn't go to college.

I

Which again

came from was a fairly radical thing to do

.

I

was the only person in my high school class who did not go right to
college.

I

said "Oh,

I

think I'd like go work in a factory or something

like that before going off the college." And everyone was like,

can't we find some other kind of experience for you?

enriching that factory work?"

So

I

"Look,

Something more

ended up going to a program in

Worcester which was an internship or apprenticeship program. A 1-year
internship/apprenticeship program for people who wanted to get work
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experiences. It was a great program.

And that summer before

went,

I

I

did work in a factory. A company that my father
owned.

And then

I

moved to Worcester, MA. Talk about class
differences.

walked right into

a

was working with.

situation where there were 40 kids in this project

I

Well I'm on this jig about how ridiculous climbing

the ladder to success and affluence is.

Partly because

the top of the ladder looking down and saying,
to this, you know.
So,

I

"Well,

I

was already at

there's not much

There's a lot more to life than money and success."

the whole idea that people would strive to make a lot of money

didn't seem to make sense to me.
class bias that

I

Well obviously that was

a

really big

And people let me know it. But they let me know

had.

it in a ways that really allowed me to hear it.

Now before

I

left home, when

was 16, my father and

I

up to Northern Michigan together, and he said,
to you about money.

I

"Listen,

I

were driving

I

need to talk

need to tell you some things about money."

He

was trying to explain to me where money in our family came from.
that point,

I

knew that we were upper middle class and

father owned a company.

affect me.

I

But

understood that

I

Until

knew that my

didn't realized that would necessarily

I

I

would be able to go to college.

I

probably wouldn't have to go into debt to do it and stuff like that.
But beyond that

personally.
13,

and

I

I

really didn't have a handle on what it meant to me

Basically

I

had had summer jobs every summer since

was just assuming that

I

would have to work for

a

I

was

living.

But

my father said, "I've set up a trust fund for you. And it's a lot of
money.

It's enough money that you probably would never have to work if

you didn't want to.
21.

And you'll start getting the income from it at age

If you want to go to college before then we can use it for that too.
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And then, when you're 26, you'll
get control over it.

You can decide

what you want to with it and how you
want to invest it at that point."
I

remember being both, excited... like "oh,
that's really great,

that gives me a lot of options." And
feeling like "shit,

different now.

I

really, really am different."

reaction to that whole situation.
age 17, knowing that

I

So here

I

really am

That was my dual

had landed in Worcester,

I

was gonna have all of this money some day.

Fortunately, the director of the program
guy named John Reed. And

I

was working with was a

became very, very close to him, in part

I

because he really made an effort to really get to know me...
become
friends with me.

together

.

Actually we trained to run the Boston Marathon

Which meant that every other day we would go out early in the

morning and spend an hour and a half together.

And we would have these

intimate talks, for an hour and a half, before

talked about everything.
about my background.

At that time

Later

I

everybody where you came from,
to stay in the closet.

I

8

in the morning.

And we

was not guarded about talking

learned you don't just go out and tell
in fact, you learn that it's often best

But he said "Oh well, my wife comes from a very

wealthy family you should talk to her."

So

I

talked to Kathy.

And she

said "Oh, you should talk to my friend George Pillsbury who just started
this very interesting foundation."
So at age 18

I

went to Boston and met George Pillsbury.

started the Haymarket People's Fund.

He'd just

He said "Why don't you come to

this conference we're gonna have for people with inherited wealth?"
I

went.

I

was the youngest person by at least

6

years.

And this

particular conference was really, really interesting because

it was a

conference of political activists... people who were really active in
136

So

different political work, social change
work.

wealthy backgrounds.

And

Who al so came from

was like "Wow! this is great.

I

I've never had
these kind of conversations with anyone
before." So that was really very

lucky, because right there

I

got plugged in to this emerging network
of

people
felt like

I

I

really grew up with that group.

And you know,

I

really see a lot of my own political work as being
organizing and

empowering the wealthy to get control of their lives so
that they can
use their resources in such a way as to empower others
and other

organizations. I'm still very closely tied to that network. And
right away that was part of my path. At some level

I

knew

knew this was for

I

and this was really gonna help me make sense of my life and help
me

me,

make decisions about what to do with the rest of my life.
I

stayed in Worcester another year, much to the concern of everybody

but my parents.

I

got a job in a daycare center for the summer after

was in the youth program.

And

I

I

got very involved in the Clamshell

Alliance, which at that time was trying to shut down Seabrook Power
Plant.

And

I

started to read a lot about history and politics.

So it was a really political year in terms of getting involved in

larger campaigns around different issues.

tenant organizer,

I

started work as

in public housing with the Housing Authority,

Which was really

Worcester.

And then

a

in

great experience in terms of learning.

But again,

it was sort of like the experience with the Detroit riots

when

7

I

was

years old.

It was like there's something wrong here.

I

would go into the public housing complex and talk to people and say,
"The Housing Authority going to fit this leak." And they would say to
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a

They haven't fixed it in the last five
year." "Five years?" "Yeah
year

me,

they told me they were going to fix it five
years ago."

You know, that's when your upper middle class
sensibilities start to
get violated.

'How could they put up with this?'

naive questions that you bring with you.

So,

I

All those wonderful
said,

"Maybe we should

get organized around this."
So we did. And unlike a lot of other people's
organizing

experiences, where they encounter all these barriers, people being
apathetic, and they don't succeed and they get burned out and they
go

and get their MBA,

I

successful tenants

had this incredible experience of organizing
association.

Or helping to organize it.

a

It was

actually led by several local Black women who were really terrific.

I

did a lot of the door knocking and talking to people to get them to come
to meetings.

Then I'd go to a Haymarket Meeting with a bunch of other

millionaires and talk about our problems and then come back and organize
tenants in Greybrook Valley. It what we call living the contradiction.

You see, you can't be guilty, or you can't blame yourself from where
you came from.

It's really what you do with your life that counts.

that's true for rich people and poor people.
says

-

I

me."

"I was

born in

You

but the mansion wasn't born in

a mansion,

It's what you do with your life and it's the choices you make, not

where you came from that matter.
that.

It's like Jesse Jackson

was born in the ghetto, but the ghetto wasn't born in me.

can also say

And

It was not like

even now. It's not like

And

was there;

I

I

I

was starting to get a handle on

it's not like

I

feel totally there

don't make major blunders, still, every day.

But there's a certain empowerment that has happened for me just around

accepting where

I

came from.
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I

point

did finally go Co college.

I

went to Hampshire College.

took a year off and went back to
Worcester.

I

Worked in Worcester

again this time for a different community
organization.

very interested and involved in housing
problems, since
tenants' work.

I

At one

have remained

I

I

did that

started receiving the money from my trust
fund when

I

turned 21 and starting giving it away. Started
funding social change
work.

also made the decision never to fund groups
that

I

with.

Giving my labor is my contribution there.

I

was involved

Got involved in

helping start the Funding Exchange, which celebrated
its 10th

Anniversary recently.
[Jim works for a non-profit organization dedicated to
help people

own their own homes and control their own communities. The
organization

establishes

land trusts" by buying land and buildings and allowing

individuals or families to buy buildings (homes or businesses) but not
t-he

land they are built on. He lives off a modest salary and has given

the control of all his inherited wealth to an organization called The

Funding Exchange.

He has come totally "out of the closet" in terms of

class background and his inherent wealth "because it seemed important
that there be wealthy people who were willing to talk about their

experience."

As a result he had "met hundreds of people who he has

steered in a direction of meaningful things they can do with their lives
and their wealth." In making meaning of his journey he shared the

following

.

At one level I've always thought there was a fair amount of

continuity in my life.
I

was

5.

That I'm really a lot the same person

I

was when

There are definitely some basic childhood instincts that

I

just

didn't lose. Like there's something wrong here; people should treat each
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other nice.

Its akin to the concept that
everything

I

needed to know

I

learned in kindergarten.
was born into a certain family that had
a sense of fairness and
had a concern for the environment. But
by function of its class and just
the culture where I grew up, there were
limitations on what I was
exposed to and what I understood.
I got a lot a messages that
my
thinking was immature or that I was being a
troublemaker or I just
didn't understand. But in spite of that, I didn't
get restricted by my
upbringing.
Instead it's been a catalyst for change. A catalyst
to be
I

different.

I

feel like at some level I've always been a critical

thinker, and that

had always rejected many of the values around my

I

upbringing. Particularly the values that

I

should be trained to run

corporate America or whatever.
I

think the world's probably full of people who, especially when

they're very young, get lots of messages about fairness and justice or

what's good and what's honorable, and what the ideal
same time,

is.

And,

at the

they get other messages about what's practical and logical

and what's really expected of them.

And either they never see the

conflicts, and mold themselves into what's practical and expected; or
they rationalize away the issues of justice and fairness.

everybody grows up with those basic instincts. So,
that happened for me is that

I

I

But

I

think

think the thing

just didn't get discouraged enough from

taking one step and then the next step and the next step.

And by the time
to my father,

I

started to do things that were really threatening

or to the point where

did or for thinking certain ways,

I

I

was put down for various things

had begun to build a world outside

my family that reinforced or encouraged what
I

I

was doing.

For instance

didn't get a lot of pressure to get down to life's business.

didn't feel that from my parents.
take sometime off,

I

There was no pressure.

sure go ahead."
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I

just

"You want to

And the experience of feeling powerful
was very l m portant to m6 As
young person, I had the opportunity to
be and feel powerful in an

a

.

environment that usually tells you you're
not powerful.
and getting adults to read your leaflet,

Going around

that's powerful.

Having people
remember who you are when you're 13 and take
you seriously at 10. When I
think about that fair we did when I was
7 years old.
How many kids have
ideas, want to do something, what ever
it is and they get discouraged or
aren't allowed to act? But I had an idea and
it happened, in a big way.
In a really big way.
I think if you wanna develop
activists you help

young people realize how powerful they can be.

And as a little kid,

was good at making connections and there was

I

all this cognitive dissonance all around me that
into.

I

brother,
I

think the reason
is because

I

I

I

just somehow tuned

reacted differently to it than, say my

was allowed to feel positive about myself. Because

think about my brother as somebody who didn't feel good about
himself

as he confronted the world's problems.

I

think a lot of people from my

class background on some level know there's something wrong.
level, know they are the problem or part of the problem.

enough to make them go "Stop!

...

And that's

don't want to hear any more."

I

it s enough to made them feel like.

riots could get their hands on me,

On some

.

Or

if people in Detroit in those

.

they'd kill me. Because there are

lots of messages that people of privilege give their children about how
to be safe in the world,

about how you're supposed to act to keep

yourself safe. You don't talk to strangers, everybody learns that.

You

don't go to certain kinds of places. You avoid certain institutions,

certain pathways, certain kinds of people if you want to stay safe.

And this sense of cognitive dissonance that
role in the path

I

I

had certainly played a

have taken. That sense that things were off: wealth

and poverty; Blacks and Whites hating each other; beautiful planet and

pollution. All those things affected me. It was a sense of dissonance
that led me on another kind of quest and made me feel, at 17,
to leave Bluefield Hills,

Michigan,

In retrospect,
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I

that

can see why

I

I

had
left

and went to Worcester. But at the time
left.
I

I

really didn't know why couldn't articulate it; it just felt like
I had to leave.

think that,

did feel bad about who

I

I

I

was, where

bad about the way things were in the world.

And

I

But.

came from.

felt like

I

understand some of the things that were happening.
felt afraid that

I

And

I

I

just

I

felt

I

needed to

felt afraid.

I

would not be prepared do anything about all
those

problems the world was facing.
A lot of my life has been influenced by context. Just
where
to end up or who

I

happen to meet. And when

context started to grow.
was around. For instance,

left Bluefield Hills my

I

I

People with who

I

became friends

feel very lucky that

I

in situations where people respected me and noticed me.

want to get caught looking like
did a lot of homework sometimes.

I

was

I

And some of it

was trying to be wise. Not wise like in wisdom but,

a lot reading.

I

was exposed to people who were associated

and who respected me as a young person. And

I

happen

And it started to grow because of the people

with the Catholic left in Worcester.

was that

I

I

didn't

didn't know what was going on. So

I

And I've always been a person who did

So I'd get coached through other people's experience,

through books
So you find yourself in a certain context and you start trying to

succeed in that context.

And that context reinforces itself. The people

who you come to know and to love think a certain way.

become your mentors think a certain way.
a

certain way.

In a different context

different person. Because

I

I

The people who

You are rewarded for thinking
could have been a very

don't think that

I

have any sort of innate

vision or any kind of spiritual invincibility. It

is conceivable that

could have ended up running my father's business.
But on the other hand while, a lot of the contexts

I

ended up in

were due to luck, a lot was also a result of conscious decisions. And
that started in high school when people sort of put me into the

alternative track. Which was not something

I

volunteered for. It was

something that kind of reinforced itself because of
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a very conscious

I

decision

I

made

decided to wear my hair long.

I

•

I decided to make
friends with many of the people
who others considered to
be ••rejects
I
didn't go to college. And there
were other things that I
consciously
ended up rejecting. I didn't play
soccer my senior year. I didn't
go to
Harvard.
'•

And the interaction between theory
and action has been really
important to me. Like getting involved
in the Clamshell Alliance and
then reading some of the great
non-violent thinkers. Just being around
people who understood all these things
who could help me develop a
radical critique which enabled me to go
beyond appearances
and start

looking at structural relationships. So
theory has been important to me
that wa y- When 1 think of my sweetheart
who is a counselor, I think
one of the reason her path has been
different from

m

mine... one of the

reason she has not been more concerned with
structural issues, is that
her context did not empower her through theory
the way mine did. She has
never really been in a context where people had a
social or racial
analysis

I

guess

I

have just always been concerned about people. But that
doesn't

set me apart.

More specifically

between people.
can

t

I

I

was concerned about relationships

was concerned that people not hurt each other.

think of when that wasn't true.

I

think as a child

I

And

I

must have

really internalized all the bumper sticker from the 60s. Things like
"Make Love not War."

I

remember thinking, probably 10 years ago, that

that is what most of the world religions are trying to say,

"We're all

one body, one body of Christ or what ever. And what hurts you, hurts me,

and if you're happy, I'm happy."

That's really what its all abut. And

that's why things like the Vietman War, or the attitude that Asians were
less human than we were, didn't make sense to me. That's why what grown

ups were telling me about Black people and the riots didn't make sense.

Because they were saying that we're separate, we're not connected, and
we are connected.

You can't do that, because it's not true.
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I

really

think a good part of my political
development is around just
understanding the social gospels. Just
understanding political and
social justice in those terms.
There is a lot of meaningful work to
be done. A lot of work that
helps to undo the injustice and the
inequalities of this world. And I
think the issue of land and property
ownership is essential to the whole
concept of grassroots empowerment and to
economic justice. That's why I
do this work.
I can't think of anything
that I would find more
meaningful or rewarding.
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Clara May (Jefferson) Thomas

-

A Civil Rights Activist

was actually born about five miles away
from where I live now. My
father died when I was 3 years old and left
my Mama with nine kids.
He
went to the hospital in the morning, caught
the train and went to
I

Richmond to the hospital to have an operation.
train.

But he had gone to college.

He was a porter on the

He taught school for a little

while, but school paid $25 a month and he had
so many kids he couldn't
live off $25 a month.
But anyway, that morning he got on the train.
We
walked him to the railroad track and he was singing a
song.
And the
next day late that afternoon two men came to our house
and they came
and told my grandma that Daddy was dead.
I heard them hollerin'
and
,

cryin' and then they made us all come inside the house.

My Mama had

gone somewhere, and they was just hollerin' and cryin' and they
made us
wait till my Mama got back to tell us that my Daddy was dead.

Now my Grandma wanted custody of us children.

She was a racist.

She was half White and racist, and she was in a lotta ways an awful

person.
dark,

And my Mama had only gotten

4th grade education and she was

a

and my Grandma and my Daddy were real yellow.

So we went to court

and my Mama won custody of us children.

My Mom worked hard for us kids.

My Mama did everything that men do.

And we never got any welfare or any of that kind of help.
figure out why,

'cause my Mama wasn't dumb.

I

couldn't

But she just wouldn't go to

the welfare and do the stuff you needed to do

I

.

learned after I'd got

older that the White man we sharecropped for had told the folks that his

sharecroppers didn't need no help.

Now

I

So we didn't get no help.

always did love school but

I

remember always havin' to stay

home from school to work in the fields. I'd get dressed and start off to
school, runnin'

to catch the bus,

that White man would say,

Clara May you can't go to school

Go back home so you can help at the house."

today.

angry,

"Oh no,

and right before I'd get to the bus

I

didn't know what in the world to do

was in high school, but

I

.

I

And

I

would be so

was an A- student when

never could get in the honor society because
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I

you had to be at school so many
days
I went to high school,
did I made

.

Never, not once in the
five years

the honor society.

go enough days.

mercy,

If

I

went

or

2

3

I

was in the 4th grade,

I

of the local branch of the NAACP
I

couldn't

thought "Lord, have

.

met Mr. Wilson. He was the
president
He came to my school and gave
a talk.

joined the NAACP that very day.

And the teacher made me do somethin'.
a recitation or something.

that.

mean

I

by accident

I

I

I

can't remember what it was, do

could learn things,

fell into this thing where

a Bible

of the meetin's.

See,

I'd say,

So,

somehow,

sort of

would go around and make

I

He would call me up if he needed

verse or make some kind of a presentation at
one
if somebody called him and said they couldn't

make the meetin' he would call me and say,

meetin'."

"lick" just like

could memorize things real quick.

I

speeches at the NAACP with Mr. Wilson.

somebody to do

It was 25 cents a year for
kids.

And Mr. Wilson just thought it was great.

And the other thing was that

I

1

I

I've really been to school this
week!”

When

And

days a week,

Because

"I

need you to speak at the

"What do you want me to speak about?" And, he'd say

got something you can learn in the car on the way over."

And I'd do

It g°t to where Mr. Wilson took me to some meeting almost
every

it-

weekend
I

did that up until

I

got married.

because my husband stopped me.

The only reason

Well, and because

I

stopped was

thought

I

I

was grown

and that grown ladies didn't go around making speeches.

And one time when

I

was around 11 or 12

welfare. It was very scary.

I

,

I

helped this lady get on

wasn't so scared for myself.

I

was scared

of what might happen to my family because we were dependent on the

person we sharecropped for.

And if he had found out, watch out!

don't know where the courage come from.
Lord.
I

I

I

I

guess it was a gift from the

don't even know if I'd called it courage;

thought needed to be done.

And

I

was just doing what

Anyway there was this lady who lived near

us and like my Mama she had a bunch of kids and her husband was gone.

stopped by there one day and she was cryin'
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'cause she didn't have no

I

food in the house.

So

went and got Mr. Chambers and asked
him to take
us to Halifax.
Well the first thing they told her
was she had to get a
job.
And I spoke up and said, "Who can get
a job with eight kids?"'
Then they said she had to get her husband's
address.
Well we tried, but
she couldn't find him.
And I had to go with her back and forth
several
times and help explain things.
Because she didn't understand
I

a lot of

stuff too good. And the last time they really
made me mad, so I told 'em
somethin' like "I'm gonna call every reporter
in the world and tell 'em
you let this women starve to death if you don't do
somethin' to help
her." The next week she got her check. And she
was so grateful and
happy.
But I don't think she was near as happy as I was.
I

never will forget when

I

was in the 10th grade,

wrote an essay.

I

In the early fifties we used to have these essay contests.
And you had
to write about "What America Means to Me." Well,

school for a week and
said,
I

said

-

I

want you to write an essay."

m not gonna write no essay." He said "Jefferson,

I

write an essay!

home, and
I

F.

So

I

said "OK,

wrote this essay and

I

I

want you to

Furthermore, I'll give you an F if you don't."

hated to get an

How much

went back to school and my teacher Charlie Cage

I

want you to be in this contest

"I

had been out of

I

I

I'll write an essay." So

wrote how much

I

Well

went

hated White folks.

I

hated going to the back door of White folks house, saying

"Yes Ma'am" and "No Ma'am" to White kids that I'd grown up with.

talked about how they would call my Mama Bertha and

I

Mama, Miss Elsie and Miss whatever, Miss somebody.

And

in my essay.

door
I

I

I

I

had to call their
I

put all that

said "What America means to me is going in the back

.

don't know how

won, but anyway

I

plantin'

tobacca and

Friday

went to school and

I

the essay."

I

I

I

won.

It was May and we were

had been out of school for four days and on
Mr.

Cage said "Jefferson, you won. You won

said "I didn't win no essay." But,

asked me to go to Richmond to get an award.
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And

I
I

did and the school
went.

But see, when

I

got to Richmond they had rewritten
my essay.

like a "Happy Nigger."

wrote!" And

I

And

wouldn't take the award.
And

I

put my hand behind my back and

That was really hard!

could hear my Mama cryin'

I

I

The Governor came up on the

wouldn't hold my hand out and take the award.
The worst things was that

They made me sound

shook my head and said, "That's not
what

I

stage to hand me the award.

1

in the back of the

auditorium.

My Mama was real proud of me winnin' that contest
and she had caught
hell for me goin' to Richmond.
See, when we were gettin' ready to
leave,

the man we sharecropped for said "Clara May ain't
going nowhere."

And Mama had said "Clara May won this award and she's supposed
to go to
Richmond.
And he said "Well she's not, she's gonna stay here and plant
tobacco.

She ain't goin' nowhere." And there was another Black family

who lived on the farm.

The Bowmans.

anything, he's a quiet man

-

And Mr. Bowman

She's up every morning 4 and

she plants,

she does everything.

works like an adult.

he never said

stood up and said "Skinner" (he called him

Skinner) you ought to be ashamed of yourself.
dog.

-

5

"Clara May works like a

o'clock.

She gets the mules out,

She takes care of the children and she

She's gonna get one little award in her life and

you are sayin' she can't even go to Richmond?" He said, "Not only
gonna go, but Bertha and the rest of the family are going too.

is she

I'll be

damned if they gonna stay here and plant tobacco when she's gonna get an
award." So all my family went with me to Richmond.

Maybe if I'd

had time to think about it,

But it didn't feel right!

somebody who was not me.

I

wouldn't have done

it.

It felt like they were giving the award to
So

I

told 'em "this ain't what

I

wrote." The

newspapers called me everything the next day! They called me uppity.
Said

I

hadn't been trained.

That proper people didn't do that in front

of the Governor."

This was one of two stories I heard from participants about winning
this same award, at different times in different states. In both cases the
participants' essay had been changed without them having been informed.
1
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But

didn't let that bother me.

I

been called names.

That wasn't the first time I'd

White folks called you names all the
time.

remember one time this little White woman called
me
boo wooed.
I went home just runnin' and
cryin'

I

nigger and

a

just

I

"She called me a nigger,

she called me a nigger."

pieces.

I

Well my Mama got a switch and tore me all to

said "Mama why are you whippin' me?

And she said,

"I

ain't done nothin."

I

don't have any niggers in my family. It takes a
nigger

to get a nigger."

She said,

"If you put a cat in the oven and it has

kittens you call 'em kittens you don't call 'em biscuits, and
don't ever
forget that."
I never forgot!
And that's why when I get called nigger,
I

just smile, cause
But

I

know who the nigger

is.

guess Mr. Cage influenced my life more than any person other

than my Mama.
that

I

He was always saying "Jefferson, do this.

And at first I'd just get so mad with him.

.

how much

I

was learnin' and doin'

Jefferson do

But then

I

realized

and how much he was helpin' me.

I

asked him one day why he made me do all that stuff and he said. "Well
Jefferson,

I

saw good stuff in you. And

always saw somethin' good in you and

I

I

wanted to bring it out.

just said,

if

woman do, she's not gonna do and all this good stuff

I

I

don't make this

is gonna die."

That

why he said he worked on me all the time.
In those days people would treat you like a dog.

When

was 15

I

I

had a baby.

year that I'd had my baby.
I

I

went back to church to ask for

Now there was four girls there who'd had babies the same

forgiveness.

away.

And

Blacks and Whites.

But nobody knew it.

just stayed home and had my baby. And

I

Because they had gone
was sittin'

church, and one of these girls comes and sit down beside me.

parents came and made her move.
sit beside me.

And that day

the church asked me,

like that.

I

Just like that.

Her

Wouldn't let her even

ask for forgiveness and one of the men at

"how many times you do it?" and all kinds of stuff

And my uncle was there.

And he said,

business. All she's asking is forgiveness."
me and she said,

there in the

"Ain't none of your

And one lady came over to

"Honey, you done ask the Lord for forgiveness even if
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we don't forgive you,

the Lord has already forgiven
you.

And I don't
care what anybody say to you, hold
your head up and keep on walking."
And 1 remembered that, all of my life
when 1 go through a storm, I
remember her telling me that.
I

got married when

six more babies.
I

was 17 and had a whole slew of babies.

was supposed to graduate in June and

I

was very happy.

I

I

was in love.

I

I

had

quit in May.

was very much in love.

I

And it
lasted for 30 years. He finally ran off with
somebody else, but that's
another story.
I was workin' in the fields, and
like every year I had a
baby.
So there wasn't much going on in my life but
havin' babies.
My
husband and I moved around a lot. And I would get up in
the
mornin' and

go to the tobacco fields,
go back to work.

get my hands on.

Everything

I

come back cook dinner, and feed the kids, and

And when
I

I

wasn't workin'

I

read everything

I

could

read everything from Shakespeare to True Romance.

could get from the Book of the Month Club.

I

did this it

seems like a hundred years, but it was only five or six.

really became interested in what was goin’ on in our community

when my kids started to school.

Because when the oldest girl started to

school, she had to go to Meadsville 'cause the schools weren't

integrated yet.

And the road goin' to Meadsville was very, very crooked

and

I

didn't want her to go over that every day.

and

I

went around tryin' to get folks to sign to fix the roads.

Black community was afraid to get involved with

And

a

I

got a petition,

But the

petition and they

wouldn't sign it.

And another thing that

I

Welfare again. See there was
life;

did,
a

started helpin' people get on

I

guy who my husband had known all his

a friend of their family's.

He was an old man at that time and he

had broken his leg and he didn't have any money or anything to eat.
I

went to the Welfare Department and

I

said,

So

"This man needs some help

because he doesn't have any way to work and he doesn't have any money
for food."
said,

And she said, "Well you'll have to come back next month."

"I'm not leaving here until

I

get some emergency aid cause this
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I

man could be dead by next month."
And she talked a bunch of stuff,
so
said "I want to see your supervisor."
And she said, "You can't see
my
supervisor." So I set there from about

I

9:00 until 12:30 or so 'til she

knew

wasn't gonna leave, and finally she
let me talk to her
supervisor.
I got the man an emergency
voucher for food. And there
were several other people who I helped.
I would go over there and
help
talk and explain for people.
It got to the point where those
Welfare
people just hated to see me coming through the
I

door.

And then three years after my youngest kid
started to school, they
integrated the schools and I got involved in that.
I went out every
night.
We had to talk to the school superintendent
and all
the other

folks.

And

I

There were six of us who met every single night for
two years.
was the only woman.
And sometimes I think the Lord should' a made

me a man.

I

really do think that, because

night, and

I

was always on standby call to go to wherever they were

havin' problems with the integration plan.
so interested in my children.

got married

I

even though

I

who lived up there.

I

met at

I

But

I

was

just felt like they were my salvation.

I

I

couldn't achieved.

had given up the NAACP stuff when

didn't stay out for long.

it was in about 1967,

But

It was hard work.

They were gonna achieve all the things that
So you see,

was so afraid.

I

had gone back.

I

And

I

first

I

think

went to Washington to visit one of my cousins

And one afternoon after all the men folk had gone

off somewhere else, she told me "Let's go over there to the

Congressional Black Caucus," cause she knew

I

was interested in that

kind of thing.
And they had a receivin' line and
mean,

I

I

met Barbara Jordan.

always had a whole lot of mouth.

So when

I

a long mouthful about how conditions were Virginia.

here for a minute.
go with us."

And

And,

spoke to her it was
She said "Step over

We're gonna go out and eat in a little bit.
I

did just that.

Parren Mitchell was there.

And

I

I

I

went and ate with them.

Come on

And

was tellin' Parren Mitchell about the

problems we were havin' in the county.
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And he said "Are you willing to

work for it?-

I

said "Yeah."

He was really kind'da

rude, I
"Who does this nigger think he is?"
But we got to talkin'

thought,

anyway.

And

mean really talking!

I

And

I

told 'em about what was goin'
on.

And they said "Well, Clara May, the
only person who's gonna change it
gonna be you." And when I left Washington
that day,

was gonna change.

just knew that somehow,

I

I

knew that my life

had to make people
understand that we couldn't be taken for granted
any more.
Because
just felt like we'd been taken for granted
for
I

so long,

where

lived had been taken for granted for so long.

I

is

I

Black folks down

People didn't pay

no attention to nothin' we said, nothin' we
did.
I

came back and

newspaper.
that

I

And

began to write letters to the editor of the local

I

wrote

I

didn't like,

I

a

letter every day.

Everytime something come up

wrote a letter to the editor.

But you know, by

writin' a letter to the editor, you realize that there are a
lot of

other folks out there who think just like you think.

I

mean,

there were

folks who called me a "son of a bitch" and who did a lot of other
stuff,

but that was alright too.

I

mean, at least you know from whence cometh

your help.
I

knew that

I

had to do something, but

my kids were fairly small, so
I

I

I

didn't know what.

couldn't just run off and leave 'em.

began to write these letters to the newspaper.

would write a letter.

the time.
me.

And,

But, whatever,

did that for years.

I

I

mean,

So

If an issue came up,

I

Sometimes I'd get a response, sometimes folks

would tell me to go to hell.
better.

See all

I

it still made me feel

would write letters to the editor all

every day they would see a letter in the paper from

folks used to say all the time that they agreed with me in

principle but they disagreed on the way
have to do what you have to do.
everything.

I

was goin' about it.

All of us do

.

I

Well, you

wrote letters on

Everything from war to peace.

And if something came up, then I'd write to Parren Mitchell and he'd
write back.

If

I

needed to know something about federal rules or wanted

something explained about what was goin' on,
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I

wrote and asked him and

he would write back to me. And
sometimes

would write to the Department

I

of Justice and they would write me
right back.

had meet was Eon Charity.

I

And the other person

I

learned just about everything

I know about
organizin' and fightin' for your rights from
those two.
You see the other thing I had done, was I
started goin' to the
County Board of Supervisors meetin's.
Every Monday mornin' I go to the
Board meetin's.
I was the only Black person at
the Board meetin'
I
still do it; this is my 20th year of attendin' every
Board meetin'.
I
mean, folks didn't understand it. I'm not sure
I understand why I did
it, but I knew that I had to do something.
And I listened to everything
that was goin' on and all the decisions they were makin'
Pretty soon
they started goin' into Executive Session so I wouldn't
know what was
goin on.
So I started studyin' what the law was.
And I'd say "Why are
.

you goin' into Executive Session for?" And they'd say, "None of
your
business.
And I wrote a letter to the Justice Department. And after
that they had to tell why they were goin'

into Executive Session.

So

they stopped doin' it.

In the meantime

,

as soon as my babies were all in school

and gotten myself a

j

ob in the textile factory.

back injury got so bad
work.

I

couldn't work no more.

And it would hurt me so bad

would hurt me so bad sometimes that

I

I

had gone out

worked there until my

I

had hurt my back at

I

could see double.

I

,

I

would pray to die.

mean my back
And I'd go to

the company doctor and he wouldn't do anything but give me pain killers

or valium or something and send me back to work.

can't take this anymore and
me out 'cause

I

I

hadn't been to

Well,

went to another doctor.
a

doctor before.

the doctor for a year." And he finally said that

finally

I

said

And he just laid
been goin' to

I

said

I

need an operation.

"I

And when they operated on me the first time the doctor said "your back
is

in worse shape than anybody's I've ever seen."

came up here when it first started hurtin'
it.

,
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He said,

"if you had

we might could have saved

You'd have been out of work for a time, but,

I

I

could have saved

it."

After the operation they told me

tried.

And

I

could go back and stay

awful pain again.
more.

I

But then

don't care if

I

2

I

could to back to work

or

3

So

I

days and then I'd be in this

finally said "I'm not coming back
here any
can work.
I can't eat,
I can't sleep, and I

can't do anything else." So

I

I

quit.

had two operations. The 1st operation they
put some plastic disks
my back and my body rejected that.
So they went back and they took
them disks out.
And that left scar tissue which wouldn't heal.
So they
I

m

went back in and took out the scar tissue.

And then they didn't sew it

back up, they just had me takin' radiation therapy.
me heal.

And

I

come back from the hospital and

had lost so much weight.

I

got down to 67 lbs.

home like two months before

I

I

They said to help

was still sick, and

And

I

I

must have stayed

went back to the hospital.

This time

I

went to the local hospital and my doctor examined me and put me
in
intensive care.

I

stayed in intensive care for about three days while

they did tests and he came back and he said "Didn't you know you had

cancer?"

I

said "No,

ain't have no cancer." And he said "Yes, you do.

I

You have cancer."

And

surgery on me knew

I

I

was so mad because the folks who did the

had it and they didn't say a word to me.

knew cause they put it on my insurance report.

And he said, "it's so

bad that I'm gonna to send you to Richmond, cause
operate on you here".

surgery

.

And

I

And then

I

But they

don't want to

I

went to Richmond.

And they did the

guess I've had about 11 operations since then but I'm

still alive.

And the other thing that happened was
love me.

I

realized my husband didn't

And that my marriage wasn't gonna last.

married the wrong person.
everything, but

with nobody.

I

I

I

realized that

I

had

mean, my husband accused me of doing

never, never went out with another man.

I

never slept

That was never my problem, sleeping with somebody.

It

just appeared that there was always something that needed to be done.

And my husband used to fuss.

He used to say all kinds of things to me

and accuse me of all sorts of things, which
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I

never did.

As long as

I

was involved in the school stuff
or the Voter Registration
stuff he
didn’t to seem to mind.
But when I started doin' other
stuff he
changed
I

don't know.

It just seems that very day

especially after my kids got up to
was ever a bad wife.

I

think

I

a

I

got more involved,

pretty good size.

was a pretty good wife.

don't think

I

I

But people

couldn't understand it cause people thought
that because you were out
all the time you had to be running around.
That was the only
logic

folks had.
mind.

But running around with other men was the
last thing on my
I'd like to be involved with stuff. But to be
really honest I am

not housewife material.
I

realize now that

I

When

I

was first in love,

never was a housewife.

I

thought

I

was.

But

But the funny thing to me

when we were first married he said the reason he loved
me was
cause I'd stand up and speak out.
is that

Now by this time, as

I

said, my children were up to a pretty good

size and our house was sort of the center of the neighbor.
no exaggeration.

Now this is

I'd come home and there would be a 100 or more kids in

the basement and in the field across the street, cause these kids
didn't

have no place to play and nothing to do.

Supervisor

s

And

I

knew from goin' to the

meeting that the federal government had this program where

they would give local governments money to build recreation centers.

And all the county had to do to get this money was say that it would be
available to all the citizens.
use it.

In other words that Blacks folks could

That they wouldn't discriminate against Blacks folks.

So we,

myself and some folks who worked with me and were my support network,
organized the young people.

About 300 people went to the Board of

Supervisors meetin' and testified that we really did need a center. We

begged and pleaded and they agreed to take the money.
the meetin'

they went back on their word.

to take the money.

But then after

The said they weren't goin'

They didn't take it because they didn't want Black

kids and White kids to play together.

One of the commissioners said

they didn't want to take the money because it would just be throwin'
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it

in the sewer.

He actually said that.

It In the newspaper.

And that's when

And some reporters actually put
I

said,

"Alright I'll fix them."

called my friend Parren Mitchell and told
him what had happened
and he said he'd get back to me. And he
called back
1

and said, "Well

Clara May, have you all considered sendin’
anybody to the legal trainin'
program at Harvard?" And he told me about this
program they had at

Harvard and
but

I

said,

wanted to go.

I

"I

want to go." My back was still hurtin' me so
bad

So he said "OK let me see what

I can do."
And then
he called Senator Kennedy, and they come up with
the money to send me up

to Harvard for

but,

I

8

weeks.

told my family I's only be gone a few days

I

went up there and

I

class at 8:00 every mornin'

stayed up the full

8

weeks.

We would go to

We had two lawyers a day who came in and

.

taught us how to do legal stuff.

And they taught us how to research

stuff and how to keep from bein' sued for slander and all kind of
things.

And, you know, once you start doin'

not nearly as hard as you thought.

simple and easy.

So

I

I

In fact sometimes it's just real

came back and things were never the same.

don't know if that's good or bad,
came back

something you find out it's

I

really don't.

But

I

know when

I
I

was different.

[In 1975 Clara May founded her own community based organization with

the help of some trusted friends and advisors.

composed mainly of young people.

The membership was

To support the work of the

organization each of the members paid $1.00 a year and each had to be
responsible for one fundraiser

Using the organization as a base,

a year.

Clara and her colleagues won many battles for equity and justice.

Examples of the breadth of the activities they have undertaken range
from a successful law suit against the county for discriminatory

employment practices, a program to care for elderly shut-ins,
crisis, and Black "land lost" program

refugees.

They have become

a

-

a farm

to work on behalf of Haitian

national model for local grassroots

citizens organizations and Clara herself has received numerous local and

156

national awards for her work.

The following is Clara's analysis
how and

why she became an activism.
As

look back,

I

don't really know what brought me
to this point,
but I know that I'll be doing something
til I die.
It's not just one or
2 things that makes me do
what I do
It's a combination of lots
I

of

.

things put together. When

children.
once

I

But

Before

I

I

was young

I

wanted to be married and have

knew where they came from

I

thought

wanted 12, but

I

knew where they come from, six was enough.
I

wasn't meant to a wife or a mother.

doing what

I

do.

I

inside or something.

do other things.

felt like

was choking or just like

I

Well Ron understood it because

And he would say,

"But see,

I

I

got

was dying

I

used to tell him

some of us are made to

And maybe you were one of those folks who was made to

do other things."

Because,

was supposed to be

Not many people understand this, but before

involved with things

that all the time.

I

And

think maybe

I

was.

I

it seems like this has always been part me.

It took awhile

and

I

had some setbacks before it became as pronounced as it is today,

but

I

can't remember when

going on in the world.

I

And

didn't feel this way abut things that were
I

can't remember a time when

about doin' something to change things.

I

I

didn't dream

just think there is something

within that makes you know that you have to change the world.
know
live.

I

can't change the world.

And

I

I

can plant a small rose where

I

think that everybody ought to be about plantin'

I

their community.

community.

But

Now

a rose

in

Now some of our roses may stretch beyond our

But we can a least plant roses in our community.

everybody in this community planted

a rose,

And if

when they were all in bloom,

you could smell 'em all over.
Another thing, it's not like
done or said.

I

I

wanted to do some of the things I've

can assure you that not always did

I

want to.

But there

was just something inside me that says someone has gotta do it.

when nobody else would do it,

I

would think it must be me

tell my that husband when he would be cussin' me out.
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.

I

And

used to

And of course he

thought

was crazy.

I

And maybe It could be that

am.

I

I'

m not gonna to

deny it.
But
ray

I

just can't tell you how it eats my heart away.

heart away when

to help.

I

It just takes

see people in trouble and nobody's doin'
anything

It really does.

You have to be concerned about other people

and you have to learn how to love other people.

how to love people you don't like personally.

I

And you have to learn
think one of our

problems in the world is that we'll do stuff for folks
that we love. But
I've found out that you have to learn how to do stuff
for folks that you
really don't like. It took me 25 years to get over hatin' White
folks.

hated everybody who was White.

But

learned

I

I

I

had to do for them and

love them too

And learnin

to love myself is perhaps the most important that

happened to me.

Because once you learn to love yourself, even if all

the things about you are not like you would like them to be, you can

carry on in spite of what happens to you or what people say about you.

And when you learn how to love yourself you can learn to love those

around you. That's how
given me so much hell.

something of 'em,
nobody
I

I

learned to love even the white folks that have

And when some White person ask me to do

do it.

I

I

mean,

if

agree.

I

don't agree with.

I

really got to know myself better after

had that bout with

I

Something about that experience changed my entire life.

cancer.

thought

won't do nothing for

I

I

knew the Lord before but after that .... See

one night like 2:00 or 3:00 in the morning.
all lit up.

I

looked in the corner and

I

came all the way across that room to were

I

I

was in my bed

woke up and the room was

saw this light, and it just
I

And after

I

read it the light went out.

verse has always stayed with me.
the Lord was sayin'

,

And the meanin'

"I have put some

I

I

I

had a

read what

And that

made of it was that

many good things in the world, why

are people suffering, why are people poor and hungry?
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And

was in the bed.

Gideon Bible layin' on the desk and the Bible was open and
was on the page.

I

Why can't they

share?

Some folks got a hundred million dollars.

have a place to live.

It's a disgrace!"

And then they sent me home and they told me
But

I

knew

I

wasn't gonna to die.

I

I

the trash can outside.

I

went outside and

looked in the field, and

I

field divided.

And

this time it scared me so bad

So

And

was cooking.

I

I

was standin'

there

had my hands stretched up.

I

rushed in the house and

Now

said

I

called the Mental Health Association

I

and they said they'd give me an appointment in two days.
that was the longest wait.
He said "Well,

guy.

saw the

just almost had a conniption.

I

had

I

put some trash in the

saw a vision.

I

I

know I'm going crazy."

I

I

I

I

With poor folks and rich folks, and

in a little trench between them.

"Lord,

had two years to live.

knew that because one day when

was here... that field out there was all cut, and

trash can, and

And some folks don't

-

went and

I

And then

he died since then

I

-,

I

thought

talked to this mental health

don't think you're crazy.

I

religious experience."
sweet man

I

And

I

think you had a

called Deacon Baldwin, who was a very
but, he told me the same thing.

But what was really strange, was even though I'd been workin' and

stuff all my life at some level, after that doors just started

doin'

openin'

for me.

I

mean, not personally for me, but for the kind of work

that I'd been wantin'

But

not.
it.

I

I

to do

think it's...

really don't.

I

.

I

Well,

think

I

don't know if
see,

I

I

want to say chosen or

don't think

would have died.

I

I

could have avoided

think that when

I

came out of this incident with cancer that my path was already set for
me,

I

really do.

And it took me

a long time

to get to that point.

And

I

think about

this often, because there are people who have a whole lot more money,

more education, more everything than
doin'

anything.

I

I

don't understand it.

have.
I

And they still aren't

mean,

if you got the

education and the money, you ought to be able to do almost anything.

And in the last 10 or so years a lot of people have started callin' me
an "activist."

I

tell em,

"I

don't know what an activist is."
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I

did

what was necessary for the time.
radical or anything.

I

And a lot of us do that.

And

I

didn't think about bein'

was just doin' what
I

I

a

had to do for that time.

don't know where you get the
courage from,

but somehow you do.
My intentions have always been to try
to make America a better place
for all people and to help others understand
how they can fight for
justice and equality. And just for that, I've
had so many things done
to me.
When I think about it, it almost scares me to
death.
If it

didn't scare me at the time, it sure scares me now.

bombed four times.

Somebody poured gas on my bed.

I've had my car

One of my girls was

run off the road and nearly killed.
It

s

been extremely difficult to be involved.

And in spite of all

the things people have done to me the most difficult
thing has been the

breakup of my marriage.

But,

if

I

had to do it all over again,

I

Because it would have been even more difficult not to be involved.
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would.

Lois Hobson
I

know that

A Popular Educator

-

started askin' questions real early
about things like
race and class relations. Until
I was 10 years old we
lived in a very
small town, like 300 people. White
folks lived in the center
I

of town,

but there was Black folks livin' out
in the country.
This was in the
1930s. My father was a rural mail carrier
and I remember one day he came
home and said "I want to take you out
and introduce you to the most
educated man in the county." So we rode out
to this little community
outside the main community, which was where
Black families lived. And
he introduced me to this Black man who
was a local school teacher. A
school teacher and preacher. His name was
Mr. Rakestraw, and he could
write
calligraphy. And my father asked him to write
my name on a
card.
So he wrote my name on a card.
I must have been 6 years old,
something like that - 7 at the most. And I thought
it was the most
wonderful thing that the most educated man in the whole
county had made
this beautiful card with my name on it, just for me.

m

Well, very soon after that he came to the house, and he
came to the

back door, as Black folks did.

And my mother was in the living room

with a bunch of ladies settin' around quilting.

And

came run in

I

really excited, sayin' "Mr. Rakestraw at the back door.
at the back door."

And everybody laughed at me.

because you didn't call

a

Black man mister.

I

They laughed at me

I

asked him why you

couldn't call a Black man mister and he said "Well,

myself,

And

I

Rakestraw

felt real ashamed and a

little confused. And when my father came home,

That's just the way it's always been."

Mr.

I

really don't know.

remember thinkin' to

"Well, why should things be like that."

Then when

I

was 10 years old we moved to Cummings

an all-White county.

And

I

,

Georgia which was

would hear these stories about how they'd

had this big race riot in the 1920'

s.

And all the Blacks were hung and

drug around the courthouse tied behind cars.

There were even people in

town who had tombstones from the Black cemetery on their front

doorsteps

.
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So

I

would hear these stories.

And

I

would see Black folks come

into town in trucks.

They would be so scared that
they wouldn't even
get out. And one day my father came
home from the Post Office and
he
said that he'd seen this old colored
man ridin' through town on
a

bicycle. Said he's headed up towards
Chestatee," which was were those
race riots had been. And my father
said, "I'm really worried about
him."
He sat around for a little while.
And then he said "Well, I think I'm
gonna go see if I can find him." So he
took off in his car, found him,
took him on to Gainsville. I think that
was his way of makin'
a

statement
Now another thing that happened was when

I

was in 7th grade, this

woman come to town to teach music. And she brought
this Black woman that
had always lived with her and her family. The
Black women was like a
servant, but she was also probably like a sister.

They were just two

old women that lived together. And people from Chestatee
came down and
set torches around the house.
Threatened to burn the house
if she

didn't get rid of this Black woman.

Alabama or wherever they'd come from.
very upset.
didn

t

And she did.

She took her back to

Took her back.

My family was

We thought it was horrible for that to happen.

think there was anything to do about it.

I

But we

mean we were not

questioning segregated livin' or anything like that.
We had moved to Cummings because it was a town with a school. My

father had taken a transfer there because the schools in Nicholson only

went to the 6th grade.

already read.

I

remember goin' to first grade, and

I

At that time they had something like a primer.

could

You

stayed in primer until you could read and then you got into first grade.
So

I

got promoted on the first day, because

I

could already read.

entered the 5th grade when we moved to Cummings.

And

I

remember my

I

Mother taking us to school to sign up to go to school, and her sayin' to
the teacher that we might be a little behind because we'd come from this

little rural school.
I

was behind.

I

And

I

was insulted that my Mother would think that

felt that

I

was smart, and
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I

felt that

I

was probably as

well prepared as anybody.

I

mean

I

didn't have any sense o£ people

being, behind;

chool

I

inferior.

that somehow this town school was
superior to the country
d come from.
Or that somehow cornin' from the country
made you
1

remember that was a notion that

very upset with my mother for sayin' that.

And as long as

I

can remember

was as good as any man.

I

think

I

I

really rejected and was

And

told her so.

I

always wanted to show that

I

mean, or as any boy.

I

wanted to show that

I

I

could learn as much as boys could. It's a
feelin' that goes way back.
Even as a child I resented the freedom that boys
had and despised the
whole double standard, the whole privilege that
boys got. I remember
that clearly. And I remember I resented my father
for his

attitude. He

was always sayin'

that God was punishing him by makin' him live his

whole life with just women. We took it as
didn
I

t

think it was fair and

I

a

joke and we laughed, but

I

resented it very much.

remember when we first moved to Cummings and my first encounter

with people who were rich.

People told all kinds of stories about how

this man and his family got rich

Depression and such.

Now

I

buyin' up peoples'

-

things in the

was very much aware of the Depression, cause

it affected most of my family.

My father had the only good job in the

family because he was in the Post Office.

He got this Post Office job

like at the beginnin' of the Depression.

And so we lived really well,

in comparison.

We had no electricity.

least he had a

Yet, we had no plumbing.
j

ob

.

Then we moved to this town where there was this

really wealthy family, a couple of wealthy families.

wealth like this man had before.
because

I

But at

I

questioned his actions.

And I'd never seen

remember he got really upset with me
We were raisin' money for some school

project and we had to ask him for money.

And he wouldn't contribute

because his daughter was not going to participate in this function.
I

said something to him about it.

wasn't sassy because

I

I

don't remember what

I

And

said. And it

was not the kind of child to talk back to people.

But he went to my father and complained about what

And my father explained to me that this was
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a

I

had said to him.

very powerful man and that

I

shouldn’t say, whatever It was

I

had said.

I remember being so angry
and at this man, and at the injustice
of that.
The fact
couldn't talk to him like I would talk to anybody
else.

at my Father,

that

I

We were very much churchgoers in my family.

My father was

Presbyterian and my mother was Baptist. And some times
we went to the
Presbyterian church and sometimes we went to the Baptist
Church, and

sometimes they sent us children off to Methodist Sunday
School.
when we got to Cummings, we were really livin' in a town

But

so we joined

the Baptist Church. And my sister and

I

got saved. And

the church door opened we were there.

I

played the piano in church

mean,

I

everytime

service, Mother taught Sunday school, Daddy taught Sunday school.
The

whole family sang in the choir while
a very central part of our lives.

played the piano.

I

And

I

went to college

So church was

went to Bessie

I

Tift College, which was a little Baptist school.

And one thing that happened was that
Baptist student union.

And

Baptist student union.

So

I

had to make a speech.

I

was very active in the

got to be vice president of the state

I

went to the state convention and

I

Well,

I

I

was told

had been writing this paper in my

history class. It was about sharecropping and how bad sharecropping was,
and all that stuff.
be doin'

So

I

made this speech about how the church should

something about sharecropping.

thought it was great.

And people liked my speech,

And they published it in the Christian Index

which is a Baptist state paper, with my picture.
then

I

something that
a

was so excited.

But

started gettin' hate mail from every rich Baptist farmer in South

Georgia. All over Georgia.

-

I

,

I

public issue

And it was the first incident of doin'

thought was religiously good, morally right on an issue
-

and really gettin' dumped on.

I

mean,

I

don't think

they called me a Communist. But they called me just about everything
else. And they really thought

I

done this awful thing.

Anyway, after my first year at Bessie Tift,

College for women.
class,

and

I

And

I

I

went to Georgia State

got into a sociology class and a history

really loved sociology.
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And there was a wonderful

professor of sociology at Georgia
State College for Women.
greatly influenced me.
He had been trained

And he

at Columbia, and he really

started me readin' things particularly
around labor and labor unions.
And I got really interested. Gene Talmidge
was Governor, and he was
locking up workers who were on strike.
YWCA.

And then

I got involved in the
We had a wonderful YWCA in those days
run by a lot of radical old

women. And

took a course in current events, and we
all had to read all
these papers and read all these magazines
and things I'd never read
before.
But we also had speakers come in. We had
Charles Collingwood
come and speak and Lucy Randolph Mason who was
this woman labor
I

organizer who came out of this very elegant Southern
family in Virginia.
And so, at that point, what I wanted was to work
for the CIO.

wanted to be a labor organizer.
I

I

also wanted to be a journalist.

wanted to write on all these social issues.

Woody Guthrie.

I

And also

On the Dust Bowl and that sort of stuff.

I

And

read a book on
So

I

got

interested in migrant labor. And Let Us Praise Famous Men and all that
sort of stuff was cornin' out at that time.
And, this woman photographer
did this book
South.
See,

-

"You have seen their faces" about poor folks in the

All those things had come out in the late 30s and early 40s.
I

graduated from high school in '41, just around the attack on

Pearl Harbor.

I

was in college during the war which was also interesting

because women were goin' into all kind of jobs at that time.

So you

didn't think about the fact that you couldn't do any kinds of work you
wanted.

And there were a lot teachers in these women's colleges who

came out of the old Suffragette Movement.

And so some of them were very

impressive women.
Then,

one summer

I

went to this program the Y had. It was called

"Students and Industry Program" this was about 1945. My best friend, who
was also in sociology, and

Hartford, Connecticut.
of anywhere!

I

I

went on a bus and rode all the way to

had never been out of the South, never been out

We spent the summer in this coop house at the Hartford

Theological Seminary with 12 other folks, including
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a

young Black man

from Harvard who grew up in Boston
whose parents were really
scared to
send him down, because there were
gonna be these two White girls
from
Georgia In the program. And there was
a Japanese who had just
been let
out of the concentration camps in
California.
The Y did wonderful programs,

radical folks.

I

guess in a sense they were really

And we had to get jobs in a factory.

And then we had

seminars at night.

But anyway that was a pretty important
experience in
my life. As I said we had to get a job
working in a factory. And the
reason I finally got hired was because
they thought I was funny - that I
spoke funny.
It was the first time I ever realized
that speakin'
Southern was a sign of illiteracy.
Or that I was ignorant and dumb
because I had a Southern accent.
So they gave me a j ob and would sent
me off like on snipe hunts to find different
kinds of tools and things.
I found out later that they hired
me to amuse people for the summer.

So when

I

graduated from college

got very much involved in politics.

I

Eighteen year olds could vote in Georgia. And there was
Governor's campaign coming up.

a

very important

Ellis Arnold had been Governor, and he

was a very liberal Governor, and he had attracted a whole sort
of young,

liberal following. But he could not succeed himself.

Carmichael was runnin
runnin'

as Arnold's successor,

So Jimmy

and Gene Talmadge was also

And Gene Talmadge was this highly reactionary, race-baiting

.

demagogue.

And we had developed

Carmichael.

So when

graduated,

I

very strong campus group for

a
I

was invited to come up and spend the

summer with the Governor's campaign and co-chair, with a guy from the

University of Georgia, the young people's office in the campaign
headquarters.

whether

I

I

don't know how

I

got picked for that,

I

don't know

was the only one who would go, or could go, or whether

selected personally.

I

don't remember.

in this big fancy hotel in Atlanta.

But anyway

I

I

was

got to go and live

And we had students runnin' around

in airplanes and dropping leaflets and doin'

stuff.

We had organized

groups in every college and in every county in Georgia.
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Well, we won

the popular vote,

and lost on the county unit
vote.

Which was a very interesting and

Lost the election.

a very,

very sad affair.
had been doin' some journalism and
had gotten a couple of things
published. So I had an offer to go with
the Atlanta Constitution. I
really kind of wanted to do that, but
I got talked
I

into goin'

to

graduate school. This woman who came down
to teach in sociology talked
me and Makkie into applying to graduate
school - the same woman who had
talked us into going on the trip to
Connecticut. I had really wanted to
go into journalism. But, we ended up
goin'

life right there, I'm sure.

to Duke and that changed my

See this was also my first experience
of

really having dates and bein' with men, cause
all through college the
men were all in the army.
So anyway,

get to Duke from that environment and that
situation

I

and start dating and get this pretty close relationship
with this guy I
married.
Although I didn't want to get married. And I had told
him I
was not gonna get married.
But he was determined to get married.
He

wanted to get married.
So as soon as the year was over,

Atlanta, where

I

had been offered a

I
j

headed back to Georgia and to
ob

.

And so this man that

had

I

developed this relationship with and who wanted to get married and
hidn

t

want to get married, follows me there.

in my home and

I

would hardly speak to him,

I

And he comes to visit me

'cause

I

didn't invite him.

Now this sounds ridiculous, but he catches me in this situation with all
my family and a lot of friends and comes forth with a ring tellin'
people we're getting married.

And everybody's excited and everybody

goes into hysteria, and starts planning the wedding.
No.

"No.

to me?

No."

How somebody,

The whole time
I

But

I

still end up gettin' married.

I
I

mean,

keep thinkin'

And I'm saying
Now,

explain that

that whole socialization we go through.
-

"I

don't want to this." But

got married and we moved into Atlanta.

I

did.

And he transferred from

Duke to Emory, and finished up his Masters there,

in Philosophy.

lived in a trailer in the middle of the Emory University campus.
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And we
So

after he did his Masters he decided
he wants to go to the
University of
Virginia.
And I didn't particularly want
to go to the University
of
Virginia, but it seemed to be the
place to go.
It's where he wants to
go, so therefore we agree to go
to the University of Virginia
in the
Fall.
And so I leave the job I have with
the State and do a special
summer job with the YWCA.
Which is a seminar with Blacks and
Whites who
are gonna be stayin' at Atlanta University.
And so we decided to have a
reception for them.
Now,

the college YWCA offices is next door
to the CIO education

offices.

And they have this great place to meet, so
we decided to have
the reception there. I got all my friends who
had graduated from college
with me, and some other YWCA women I knew who were
in the area that

summer and we have a little reception for these folks.
Well, the police
busted us. Arrested us all for havin' a mixed dance.
We make the front
page of the A tlanta Constitution all these people at
a mixed dance.
This is in 1948.
The women get fired.
They get thrown out of their
,

apartments.

Their parents disown them.

I'm already married by then,

and I'm living with Burt in this trailer, he didn't come, he wasn't
involved.

things

-

And he was, of course, concerned that I'm doin' this horrible
but not so much... Anyway, he's fairly supportive.

But he

doesn't do this stuff himself.
The next mornin'

I

call my parents and say "when you look on the

front page of your paper will see something that you're gonna have to

explain to your neighbors." And instead of sayin'
done to us," which is what

you."

"I'm proud of you."

After that

I

I

That was a very important thing in my life.
And, he changed, he

Just as when he said he didn't know why Mr. Rakestraw

had to come to the back door, he took that further.
question,

"God, what have you

expected. My father says "I'm proud of

did a lot of talkin' to my father.

became more open.

,

He really began to

to become more and more of a radical in his own thinkin'

.

Not

that he ever got a chance to do anything... Well, he used to argue with
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people all the time.

He got reported a couple of
times for talkin'
politics on the mail route. Which you
weren't supposed
to do.

Anyway, so Burt had decided to go to
the University of Virginia,
and
I wrote to the department
there and said that I wanted to come
back to
school and be a graduate student in sociology.
I got a letter from the
chairman of the Department sayin' "We don't
really have anything for
you, because we're not good enough for you."
He said, "You've already
got as much graduate work as we offer.
You should go to Chicago or some
place like that. You have no business cornin'
here."
So I wrote back
and I said "Well, I am cornin' there.
So, is there anything you can do
with me while I'm there?" Finally I was given a
Phelps - Stokes

Fellowship and told

I

could go ahead and finish my Masters.

Because

I

hadn't finished my Masters at Duke.
I

year

hated being married from the very beginning.
I

cried a lot, cause it seemed like

I

I

think the first

had lost all my identity.

had been a very confident person, somebody who knew who she
was.
was a very activist person. I had lots of good ideas in any
kind
discussion.

And, after

I

was married,

it was like

I

I

And
of

was serving the

coffee and my husband was pontificating on philosophical things that
<--

even understand.

0 '-'.ldn t

marriage and

I

I

I

But there were some good times in the

began to get used to it.

began to develop some of my own work.

Plus by goin' back to school

I

But my work still wasn't as

important. So when we needed money, rather than finishing up a Ph D

I

.

got a job as Director of the Bureau of Population and Economic Research.

And did research jobs for the university for
But

finally

couple of years.

really didn't like the work or the University of Virginia. So

I
I

said "We've got to get out of here.

like to have children.

here."

a

And besides that,

I

would

And it's time you finished up and got out of

Burt was still just piddlin' along with his degree and hadn't

finished.

And,

as a matter of fact,

he never finished his Ph D
.

.

Which

was one of the reasons why our marriage fell apart, because after

teaching for 10 years,

I

went back and finished up a Ph D
.
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.

Because it

looked like we weren't goin' to
be able to have children,
and I was
going to keep on teaching, and I
was tryin to force the
University to
give me a real position.
got my Masters from the University
of Virginia in '49.
And. we
left there and went to Richmond,
Virginia in about '51.
It was the
Korean War, and they started the Office
of Price Stabilization and
Controls.
And Burt got a job with them; he had
been an economist before
he became a philosopher.
And I went to work with the Red Cross
as a
social worker. And we were there until
probably from like '51 to about
'55, when we went to Wise. The
university had opened this branch college
out
Wise, Virginia.
We were tryin' to get a job where we
both could
teach
the same college.
And so we moved to Wise, right in the middle
of Central Appalachia.
I

m

m

That was very exciting teaching, some real exciting
teaching.
the librarian and taught sociology.
And I was temporary,

I

was

part time and
my husband had a full time teaching job. He was
the Registrar, and
taught economics and philosophy. And we did everything
but sweep up the
floors; we did some of that too. But it was great.
The college was

started in what had been an old farm, this old stone building
outside of
town.
And the town had given it to the university to develop a little
college.

And they started out with a

2

-year college.

It was the only

college in that part of the state and a lot of the students we had were
older students comin

back to school. Mainly teachers.

There were so

many teachers who did not have their college degrees, at that time in
that part of the state. But students of all ages, wonderful students.
We did all kinds of exciting and wonderful things
the first public library funded. But then

I

-

theater.

I

got

began to get dissatisfied.

The people who had been my best friends left. Burt quit doin' things in
the community,

and began to sit in front of the television and look at

sports all the time.
So

I

applied for a National Science Foundation fellowship and went

to Berkeley for a summer. And that proved to be a changing point in my
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life, personally.

position.

But

librarian.

I

But also,

I

had been fighting for a full-time
teaching

just couldn't get it.

They thought of me as the

Then they finally got a librarian,
and

was a part-time
got this National Science Foundation
thing to go study
anthropology.
I was gonna force them
to hire me full-time.
See there
was this battle with the University of
Virginia that went on for several
years.
And this was part of it. But also, I was
gettin' a little
antsy. You can't start but so many libraries,
you know.

teacher.

So

I

I

rode the train all the way from Williamson,
West Virginia, to
Berkeley.
And got off in the middle of Berkeley, and it
was like
another world.
It was the first time I'd ever been West.
First time I
had been away from the marriage.
So for the whole summer I was in this
I

highly stimulating place filled with all these causes.

And all the book

stores, and all the health food stores, and all the
sort of things that
were goin' on.
I just absolutely loved it.

This anthropology program they had was for people who
were in

colleges and were teaching another subject besides anthropology.

So it

was for geographers and sociologists and historians and whoever,
who

were in colleges like

I

was where they were teaching different things.

And it was a program that if you went back and you taught, and did
certain things, and came back the next summer
summers
So

I

-

-

I

think it was like

3

you'd get your Ph.D.

get back to Wise finally ready to start teaching but the new

librarian had quit.
of September,

There's nobody to run the library. It's the first

and the students are about to come, and they have nobody

to run the library.

So they ask me will

need to teach anthropology,

I

I

please run the library.

want to be in this program, so

I

I

say "No."

So they promised me all sort of things.

If you will do this, we promise

you'll have a full-time position. But

didn't get it in writing.

the library one more year.

end of the second year,
and get my Ph.D, because

I

I

did the library another year.

said "This is it.

I
I

wanted to teach.
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I

I

did

And at the

was determined to go back

By then,

see I'm 35,

gettin'

close to 40 and feelin' that sort of
pressure.

So

I

start

applying again.

And my husband is spendin' every penny
we have to keep
me poor, so that I couldn't get out of
the relationship.
So I applied
again to the National Science Foundation, and
I got this Science Faculty
Award that I could take anywhere in the world.
I could go anywhere and
finish my Ph D
.

Stupid me...

I

go to the University of Kentucky because

I still
think that I've got a marriage, and that I'm holdin'
onto it. But I also
went there because there were several people who were
really into

Appalachian studies.

Well, we didn't call it Appalachian studies, but

they had written stuff on Appalachia.

When

bit.

And,

first got to Wise

I

Now

should step back a little

I

was still really interested in Unions.

I

this was the time when the mines were bein' mechanized and miners

were migrating out by the hundreds.

half their population.

Each county in the coal fields lost

And one of the reasons they started the college

at Wise was to sort of rescue some of the brightest and best young

people and get them out of there.

So when

first come to mountains,

I

I

was concerned about the migration and what was happening economically

and was really fascinated with the coal fields.

University of Kentucky because

Well, anyway, my marriage was beginnin'

again. That

I

philosopher.

went to the

I

was interested in studying Appalachia.

I

Because somewhere along the way

And

I

to get in more trouble.

had decided that

I

was gonna be me

wasn't gonna just be this wife who support
So

my own things.

I

was bein' more and more outspoken, and doin' more of

And then when

did go work on the Ph.D and come back

I

with a Ph.D, and Burt still didn't have his it was like
my femininity

-

I

husband

a

I

had lost all

had castrated him or something.

When

I

got back with a Ph.D. not only did they go back on their promise

that

I

wouldn't have to do the library. Even with

the full-time job they had promised me.

Tennessee State University and

I

So

accepted.
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I

a Ph D
.

,

I

didn't get

got a good offer from East

And also at that time
Mines.

I

had gotten a big grant from the Bureau
of

I

did my thesis on coal mining families, and

I had written or
called the Bureau of Mines and asked them what
kind of research they had
on attitudes of miners about different things.
Or

any of the sort of

social aspects of mining.
nothing.

And they didn't have anything, nothing,

So they invited me to come up and offer a
proposal to do some

work on helpin' them understand miners' attitudes about
health and
safety.
So

And so

I

had gotten his big grant and taken it back to Wise.

just took the grant and went to East Tennessee State and

I

promptly got fired. Well,
the contract.

of line.
said.

I

had a

2

-year contract and they didn't renew

Because they said that the Sociology Department was out

That we were nurturing radical students.

That's what the Dean

So everybody in the Department resigned who wasn't fired.

was '67 we're talkin' about.
cornin'

back.

East Tennessee

-

This

Vietnam veterans are

It's one of the most conservative colleges there is; but

even there, things were beginnin' to happen.
We were starting a graduate program.

One of the reasons

I

was to help start a graduate program, a Masters in Sociology.

got hired

And we

were gettin' some older students, not only Vietnam veterans, but we had
a guy who was a preacher who

stand on integration.
else's was goin' down.
it.

had been run out of his church for his

And our department was growing and everybody
The new president didn't know what to do with

Some of our students would do things that were considered pretty

radical. For instance they had a memorial service for Martin Luther
King. The department was just too lively for folks.

Some of the

students had started a study on people's attitude on compulsory ROTC and

stuff like that. And the first thing

I

know they have singled me and

this colleague of mine out and they fired us.

Now

I

wasn't even teaching anything radical.

I

was teaching

primitive religion, physical anthropology, and doin' my coal mine
research.

They were really after the department but the administration

chose me as their target.
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So there were newspaper reports that

I

had told my students to burn

their draft cards, which was not true. The
newspapers said that I had
framed pictures of Marx and Lenin in my office.
The picture were of
Emile Durkheim and Max Weber.
So

I

porch.

went back to Wise.

And

I

was just kind of rockin' on the

What had happened was that they had offered me a

Wise to come back and develop a social work program.

money to develop

a social

work program.

"No.

I

was makin'

No way." At least

I

myself.

And offered him

then he resigned
start.

-

a

I

They had some

But they offered it to me

at East Tennessee State.

should get the same salary.

it to this man whom

ob back at

And some friends wanted me to

come back, and so they offered me this job.
at less money than

j

And

I

said

So then they

knew to be much less qualified than

much bigger salary.

And he took it.

But

like the first of September, when they were ready to

So I'm at home,

sittin'

on the back porch,

that man has

resigned, and they came and said they would meet my salary demands.
I

took a job.
So I'm back in Wise. And that's when

I

did the most exciting

teaching I've ever done or ever been involved in because

hunk of money,

I

was kind of free to manage it.

I

my salary and paid for visitors to come.

had this big

I

did some stupid

things as far as my own personal security was concerned.

I

gave up half

You know, like people from

Welfare Rights and speakers and all the social movement people.
from the Black Lung movement.
organizations.
I

So

wanted to.

I

I

People

placed students with all these

divided my salary in halves and used half of it any way

Which sort of messed me up on my retirement; but it was

great for teaching.

And so, each group had $500, and they could do what

they wanted to do with the $500. They could bring speakers in, or go on
a field trip,

program.

or buy materials.

Everybody had to put on some kind of a

And one group invited these Black Panthers in.

upset the whole place.

Well,

it just

The police from town came and stood outside the

door of the class they were so worried. But

174

I

had decided that if

I

got

fired the second time, it was gonna be for
something; it wasn't gonna be
for nothing.
So, I was gonna do whatever I felt
could be done with
students at that point, and see how far
far.

It was like

I

I

could go.

And

I

went pretty

was my real self again, almost.

[Lois did get fired. Or more accurately she
resigned because her

colleagues had all been fired. But not before she did
some very
impressive things. She started the first Appalachian
Studies program in
the region.

She was named to the National Academy of Science
for her

work on coal mine health and safety and she has been recognized
internationally for her scholarly work on redefining issues of poverty
industrialization in the Appalachian South. Today she is still

widely know for her work in a number of areas, particularly in the field
of adult and community education. In trying to made sense of her path
to
"becoming this big radical" Lois says:]
I

don't know

to do.

What

I

what

I

really wanted to do or be. I've done what

ve feel

I

had to do

me like Elijah,

but

I

.

mean,

I

had to do what

I

it may be God.

your own inner woman or something.

I

had

haven't had God speaking to

I

have had a sense that

done. And if you believe in God,

I

I

have

Or it could be just

don't know what it is; but there's

something there.
I

went back to Wise and

I

had been labelled this big radical. Well

if you have been labelled a radical you are a radical. And after that

I

was really blackballed as far as any other teaching jobs were concerned.
It's like deans are afraid of you.

articles that really give people

a

And then

I

wrote this book and these

new way of thinking about and

analyzing the region. And they become very, very popular, and all the

young scholars of the day got very excited and wanted to come see me and
work with me and it just kind of snowballs.

I

mean, you get defined.

have never defined myself as a "radical" as such.

I

defined myself as

workin' on issues that need to be worked on and as workin' for social

change
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I

And it's almost as if

m

have this sense of events sort of
unfolding
It's kind of like, whatever the
situation I've done

front of me.

what

felt

I

I

had to do

I

haven't make a lot of real conscious

I

.

decisions about want

I

wanted to do with my life.

mean, obviously

I

have.

I

decided

I

I

walked up and left a marriage.

really wanted to get my Ph.D. and

those scholarships so

could do that.

I

things come up on you.

I

I

worked real hard to get

But in another sense it's like

And therefore you're there, and you either

reject it or you take it.

In spite of the fact that

I

have made

conscious efforts to achieve things many times in my life,
there is
still more of a sense that events have rolled up on me
and I have been
asked to do such and such a thing, or expected to do such and
such a

thing and

think
wa y

•

ve responded. And you wanted to do something that you

important.

s
I

I

And so you latch onto opportunities that come your

think there

s

a

decision in that, that if something comes up,

that's in the direction you're interested in or that you want to go,

then you do go with it.
But in a very real sense this career as an activist just sort of

eased up on me
radical.

I

I'm always kind of shocked me when people say I'm

.

guess at this point

of myself that way.

I

Not really.

know that
I

I

I

think of what

be doing what I'm doing.

I

I

still don't think

see myself doin' what seems to be the

rational, logical thing, based upon values that
almost.

but

am;

do as bein'

I

got in Sunday school,

it's like everybody ought to

....

really think it just boils down to a value

I

system. Which in my case comes from the church and from social analysis
-

through books
I

books

I

read.

read Vera Britain's Testament of Youth
I

read in college,

all those suffragettes

I

a

:

that was one of the first

really impressive book. And then there were

encountered in college and through the

Y.

But

mostly there is just this sense of doin' what's right, of workin' for
equality and justice, of lovin' your neighbor. And you just can't
compromise on those things
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Now

know there are

I

the same way

differently?

I

do

a lot of

Southern Baptists who don't see things
So what accounts for the fact
that I see things

.

Well,

had experiences which made real impressions
on me.
Somebody put experiences in my way that made
it all fit together for me.
And it was a conglomeration of experiences:
that
I

trip to Hartford,

getting arrested in Atlanta, meeting church
people who exposed me to the
social gospel interpretation of things.

And being caught up with the YMCA when it was a
radical
organization, bein' in on some of the early CIO
organizing

stuff.

Getting turned on, in classes, to the early civil
rights stuff and to
lot of social issues.
In one sense while
think;

I

I

didn't go lookin' for these things,

do think other people maybe picked me.

have gotten picked by some people.

picked me because
of us did.

I

I

I

a

don't

think somehow

I

might

think the sociology professor

I

wrote something he thought showed thought. Several

And as a result were pushed in certain directions.

picked by the woman from the
was ready to be plucked.

I

Y,

I

just as she picked other people.

mean,

I

got

But

I

was right there ready to

participate
I'm actually continuously surprised that people think I'm as

different as they do.

never thought of myself as different as a child.

I

But I'll go do something for somebody, like going to John's class the

other day and then he gets all these little notes back, about they

enjoyed it, and that sort of stuff.
was a different person.

But also they said "She certainly

She isn't the usual teacher you get.

certainly was an interesting woman."

All that kind of stuff.

thought "I'm not that different from other women who teach.
I

don't know why some people question and other don't.

She

And

I

Or am I?"

Because it's

not just a matter of being exposed to certain values and things. But

even as a young child,

I

questioned.

Now when

I

came across those

contradictions about race or about boys and girls that didn't seem right
I

didn't say "Well, in Sunday school, they say so and so," because
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I

could articulate it that way.
didn
So

But somehow,

that combination of things

fit and didn't seem right.

t
I

don't know.

just remember things like that always
bothered
me and caused me to begin to question.
I know people used
I

to say

ought to be a lawyer because

I

I

mean,

I

got thrown in a situation where

I

I

was already askin' all those questions.

don't think it's any great brain power.
I

I

think that somehow

had this experience which led to

that experience that led to an understanding
that led to that

understanding and so here
certain principles.

I

I

am.

But at the same time I've be guided by

know there's certain things

there's certain sorts of directions that

keep goin'

I

I

can't do and

have to keep goin'

in.

So

I

in those directions, based upon these principles.

And its been hard. It's still hard. There's loneliness and
hardships. But then you see people or communities you've being workin'

with come forth. You see things start to happen. I'm at
life right now were

I

a

place in my

need something else. Another way to do this work.

So I'm feeling really frustrated.

But there's got to be justice and

equality in this world. There's got to be real democracy. And that's
what God put me on this Earth for. And that's all
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I

can do!

CHAPTER V
A TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF THEMES AND PATTERNS

Introduction
The section that follows will explore the most salient and

consistent themes and patterns found in the data by presenting
analysis in which

I

a

textual

will lead the reader through, or make explicit, my

insights and interpretations.

primarily descriptive, however.

The purpose of this exploration is

While to some extent it is also

a

process of analysis, it is intended to be a first level analysis.

The

next chapter will be devoted to analysis at the level of discussing

meaning and significance.

The following discussion will rely on

evidence (i.e., quotes and illustrations) from seven other

transcriptions that were coded and cataloged according to themes and
patterns 1

,

as well as text from the five profiles presented above.

In addition to the individuals we have become acquainted with

through the five profiles we will hear from:
Kay - a white female from a working class background who grew up in a
She has previously worked
northeastern city. Kay is in her mid-40s.
with the homeless and is presently involved with a statewide literacy
program.
His parents were missionaries. Joe spent
Joe - a white male in his 40s.
his early years in West Africa but returned to this country in his early
Since completing his college education he has worked
adolescence.
extensively with issues of adult education and participatory research.
He is widely recognized for both his activism and his scholarship.
He is Jewish from a middle class
Earl - a white male also in his 40s.
the Civil Rights Movement and
with
involved
deeply
was
Earl
background.
He is still active
South.
the
in
organizer
labor
worked
as
a
has also
of an
director
the
as
issues
change
social
of
with a variety

All transcripts were coded, but only 12 were also sorted and
cataloged by themes and patterns.
1
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organization he founded. He has written
extensively on issues of
community organizing.

m

Sue - a white female
her 40s also from a middle class
background
Sue is interested and committed to
a number of social change
issues but
she is best known as a gay rights
activist.

Donna - a white female in her mid- 30s
Donna comes from a working class
family in the Northeast but now lives in
the Southeast.
She has worked
extensively as a labor and community organizer
in both the Southwest and
the Southeast.
.

.

Mary Jo - a white female in her early 30s
from a middle class
background.
She works as a fund raiser and office
manager for an
organization well know for its commitment to social
change work.
Marv
Jo has been involved with a number social
change agendas but has a
special interest in women's issues.
Lucia - a native of Puerto Rico from an intellectual,
lower middle class
family.
Lucia is in her mid-30s.
She is the Director of a grassroots
organization working with many issues of community empowerment.
Lucia
is also know as a researcher and a scholar.

There were two dominant themes which
stories

I

collected.

I

found in all of the life

The first and most over-arching theme being the

developmental, unplanned and synchronistic 2 nature of becoming a social
activist.

This theme was often identified by participants through the

metaphor of
the first,

being on
is

a

path."

The second theme, which interacts with

the role of values in the "walking" of that path.

Within

each of these themes there are a number of patterns which show up with

high degree of consistency among participants which
I

I

will also explore.

will then discuss a number of patterns that seem pertinent to certain

subsets of the population with which

I

was working.

Issues that seem to be gender related; and,

the path among non-North American participants.

These are:

(a)

the different nature of

(b)
3

I

will close with a

Synchronistic is used in the sense that implies coincidence and the
role of chance.
3

Specifically those participants from Latin cultures.
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a

discussion of validity, in which

I

will delineate the degree
and

strength of themes and patterns among
participants and will discuss
disconfirming or least confirming cases.

Being on a Path
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear.
from "The Road Not Taken"
by Robert Frost

Meaning,

in the deepest and most profound sense of the word,

through the use of metaphors and symbols.

is made

From a hermeneutical stance,

meaning is never complete and what things mean can never be expressed
in
their entirety. This is certainly true of the lives
this study.

I

have explored in

But through symbols and metaphors we can name experiences

without confining those experiences to

a name,

something other and beyond the words we choose.

and we can express
The symbol most often

and explicitly used, or implied, by participants in this study is "the
Path."

The metaphor related to that symbol is "Being on a Path."

Paul speaks often of his path. He refers to the nature of his

"spiritual path" as one of "increasing ability to empathize with people
and with ideas."

And says that

Academia was not all it pretended to be I saw the holes, the
contradictions and that helped me not be in love with academia
and therefore be able to stay with my path... And for a long time
after I encountered Quakers I really struggled against becoming a
pacifist, but in the end that was my path.
.
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Pamela tells us that anyone looking at
her CV would never give her

a

job because her work experience had been
"in little blocks" and

therefore any potential employer would think
"this women is not steady."
But Pamela sees

"this pattern,

this path" that she had "been following

without really knowing it."
Jim speaks of his path on several occasions. Of his
first encounter
with the Haymarket group he says,
And I knew right away that was part of my path. At some
level
knew this was for me, and this was really gonna help me make
sense of my life and help me make decisions about what to do
the rest of my life.

Clara May says

"I

think

I

was supposed to be doing what

I

I

with

"

do

And at another point,
I don't know if I want to say chosen or not.
But on the other
hand, I don't think I could have avoided it.
I really don't.
think I would have died.
I think that when I came out of this
incident with cancer that my path was already set for me, I

I

really do.

While Lois does not explicitly use the word "path" she implies the same

metaphorical meaning when she says,
I had an experience and that experience led to another experience
which lead to an understanding that lead to another
understanding, and so here I am... And it's almost as if I have
this sense of events sort of unfolding in front of me.

Joe

Somewhere along the way through I got bumped on to, or I
took another path.
I got derailed;
I didn't end up in a
normal place... I remember talking to a college
professor and asking him about my options for the
future.
He predicted that I would be a college
president some day. That's what he saw. Clearly there
have been various trajectories I could have taken along
the way.

Donna

Well, even though I didn't understand where I was
But, I can't
going at the time, I found this path.
imagine that I wouldn't have kept rebelling until
something else opened up for me and I would have
found a way to do this kind of work through a
different path.
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Kay:

I don't think I ever really
felt that there was
something I should become.
There were always things I
was interested in but I never, even as
a child, had a
feeling that I just wanted to do one thing
or be one
thing.
My life has been much more like a path
unfolding&
front of me.

m

What does the symbol of a path and the metaphor
"being on
imply?

a path"

One of the things these quotes tell us is that
the nature and

direction of the journey may not be known to the traveller.

Another

thing we hear is that the path was not consciously or
rationally chosen
it

unfolded."

Being "on a path" also implies process.

simply arrive at a place or a destination.

Instead,

One does not

there is a gradual,

developmental nature to its course.
Of great significance, in its mystical sense,

path is the "right" path
All the same,

is

the idea that this

the path the person was "suppose" to take.

-

there is no inevitability implied in this condition.

One

can stumble and fall off the path, take another path or take the wrong
path.

In order to stay the course, one must make the right decisions

and pass the right tests.
will,

And yet, in spite of this exercise of free

fate has ways of intervening on the sojourner's behalf.

•

The right

opportunity, at the right time, is always somehow laid at the traveler's
feet.

And finally, in keeping with this interplay of fate and choice,

it is only in retrospect,

after arriving,

that one can know and name

one's destination as the place one was meant to go. Furthermore, while
the individual did not know it at the beginning of the journey and did

not consciously choose to take a certain path,
the best of all possible paths,

in a sublime sense it was

for it is a path that serves some

greater, righteous purpose.
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With one exception, these individuals
did not make
deliberate decision to become social activists.

a

conscious or

The decisions made

along the way were often simply in response
to an opportunity that had
come their way. Furthermore, these decisions
were made with little or no

understanding of the consequences they would eventually
have on the
individuals'

lives.

Lois has never know what she really wanted to be.
She has
done what I had to do.
What I've felt I had to do
I mean,
haven't had God speaking to me like Elijah, but I have had
a
sense that I had to do what I have done
.

I

In a similar vein Clara May reflects that,
in the last 10 or so years a lot of people have started calling
me an "activist."
I tell them,
"I don't know what an activist
is."
I did what was necessary for the time.
And I didn't think
about being a radical or anything.
I was just doing what I had
to do at the time.

Jim decides not to go the college,

a

pretty "wild thing" for someone in

his social context to do. So he,

ended up going to a program in Worcester... Fortunately the
director of the program I was working with was a guy named John
Reed. .. But he said, "Oh, well my wife comes from a very wealthy
family you should talk to her..." So at age 18 I went to Boston
and met George Pillsbury. He said "Why don't you come to this
conference we '’re gonna have for people with inherited wealth?" So
I

went.

And Pamela
had no intention of doing [the women's program]... Because I was
into my yoga and my Spanish classes and my children.
We'd just
moved into a beautiful house that I loved, and so on.
So we
had a meeting of the Steering Committee to discuss the issues and
that's when I decided that I would do it.
.

Joe:

.

At a certain point along the way I took one road instead
I
of another. And its not as though I planned that.
don' t think one sits around and rationally deduces that
What I think has been
this is what one ought to do.
really interesting is the way certain experiences always
seem to come up and present themselves to you.
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Sue

feel like a lot of the things that
have happened to
it's not like I had any plan, things
just sort of
happened.
I found myself in situations
that allowed for
certain possibilities. So, I took advantages
of those
I

me,

possibilities

.

Just as there are no deliberate decisions about
career choices,
there are also no sudden conversions to a radical
or alternative

perspectives.

Instead there is a gradual, developmental and

synchronistic unfolding of the path.
In some cases,
In other cases,

this unfolding happened early in the person's life.

individuals were much older before they looked back

discover that they had become social activists.

to

The profiles clearly

show the developmental nature of the paths on which these individuals
are traveling.

Pamela was in her 40s before she heard the word feminism

and it was at least

2

to

3

years later before she resolved to use it at

every opportunity and slowly found herself "unloved" and "isolated both

personally and professionally."

Jim on the other hand, while going

through the same kind of incremental process, began his journey when he
was in high school and had realized the nature of his path by the age of
26.

Clara May was involved in NAACP activities at a very young age, but
she quit making speeches to become a good housekeeper and a loving wife.

Even after she returned to "doing things," it

is

many years later when

"her children get up to a pretty good size," before she makes a full

commitment.

Lois,

though she is politically active and very involved in

local issues, spends most of her life up to her late 30s trying to

become a respectable college or university professor.

At one place in

the interview, not included in her profile, she says "I was not without

some personal ambitions to become a respected scholar in my field."
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In

the profile she tells us "but you
get blackballed" and "Deans won't

touch you." And
... in a very real sense this career
as an activist just sort of
eased up on me.
It always kind of shocks me when
people say I'm
radical.
I guess at this point I know that
I am; but I still
don't think of myself that way.

Even Paul, who knew at 19 he was committed to "social
change," gets

married and spends several years in Norway before he feels
he must
return to the United States because he "missed the struggle
there."

Ai

upon his return he does not go to work; he goes to graduate
school.

A

place where his life "could have taken a very different turn,"
because
he is almost seduced in to believing he "could have the best of
both

worlds by becoming a college professor."
Sue:

Moving to DC was a very important point in my beginning
to understand that being a lesbian was not horrible or
wrong; that what was wrong was out there in the society,
in the ways society defined things.
There was no
epiphany like the time that I went to play football and
suddenly realized I was a girl, so I stopped playing.
It wasn't like today I felt like it was my fault and the
next day I felt like it was society's fault.
It was
instead the beginning of a turning point.
From there it
was a much more gradual process

Earl:

I can come up with two or three sort of famous events
for you, but I really don't think that the events were
as critical as daily life in terms of shaping my
consciousness.
I don't believe that they were turning
points.
I think there were some points that were
affirming points... My sense of my life is that it was
much more gradual than that.

In addition to its unplanned and developmental nature there is one

other element that seems to be characteristic of this path for these
individuals. That is the role of synchronicity

,

or "being in the right

place at the right time."

Look at the incredible role of synchronicity in Pamela's life.
was the director of the only office on women affairs in the whole
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She

English speaking Caribbean on the
eve of the UN Decade fo r
Women.
And
h°“ dld She COTe
hold
A friend was quitting the
job and
thought it would be a good "part-time"
position for Pamela. And there

“

was also the qualification that she
was "happily married."

She says in

her analysis,
I came back after completing
my studies wanting to work in
the
Planning Unit but didn't get that job. I
got another job and in
one sense, gave up my dream. But it
seems that constantly I'm
being given just the right opportunities.
I

do not find it difficult to imagine Pamela's
life in totally different

terms had it not been for the set of circumstances
discussed above.

Jim's boss,

the summer that he didn't go the college, just
happened

to be married to a woman from inherited wealth.

She also happened to

know George Pillsbury and he happened to be in the process
of starting
the Haymarket Fund. We do not get the sense that Jim's
path was affected
as dramatically as Pamela's from this series of coincidences.

But he

may have been much longer in making a commitment; and the degree and
nature of his commitment may have been quite different if his boss,
friend and running partner that summer had been a politically

conservative high school coach doing the job because he could not
support his family on a coach's salary.

In his analysis he tell us,

lot of my life has been influenced by context. Just where

end up or who

I

"A

happen to

I

happen to meet."

Clara May didn't plan to go the National Black Caucus that weekend.

Her cousin suggested it after "all the men had gone off somewhere else."

How many other people do you think Barbara Jordan meets in
line who "have a lot of mouth?"

a

reception

How many strangers with "a lot of

mouth" does she invite to dinner with her and her friends?
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In spite of

the fact that Clara had been active
as a volunteer from the
time she was
a young girl,

it was this incident that she
credits with getting her re

involved. And it is the connections she
made that evening that

facilitated and enabled much of her later work.
And what of her early
involvement as an itinerant speaker for the NAACP?
So, somehow, sort of by accident I fell
into this thing where
would go around and make speeches at the NAACP with
Mr Wilson
went to several conventions with Mr. Wilson
because he always
needed somebody and it's hard to get people to do
things. I
eventually became a delegate.

I

I

And through Lois' interview we see the other side of the
synchronicity

com.

It is almost as if nothing works out for her.

she pursued was blocked in some way.

Every academic path

It was not until she decided that

if she was going to get fired again,
it was going to be for something; it wasn't gonna be for
nothing.
[that she became] this person. Flocks of people,
coming to see me all the time 4
.

.

.

She then goes on to do some of her best and most respected work.

There are many examples of what

throughout the other interviews.

I

have called synchronicity

Two of the most dramatic cases were:

Lucia had been trying for years to develop a funding base for her

program in Puerto Rico with no luck. And then
... at one point I came to New York for some purpose and on the
trip back I got into a conversation with this young man sitting
next to me.
He had just gotten a j ob with the Ford Foundation as
a Program Officer. He was fresh out of the Peace Corps somewhere
in Latin America so he spoke Spanish but he knew nothing about
the Caribbean. Also he had just gotten married and decided he
might as well start getting to know the Caribbean, so he was
spending his honeymoon in Puerto Rico. So I talked to this guy
and told him something about our organization and what we were
trying to do. And he actually come over to the office one day and
we ended up getting something like a hundred thousand dollars

From an interview by another researcher.
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from Ford for a period of three
years. Ford ended up being very
important in our development.
Earl told this incredible story,
I was studying medieval
history and literature, and twelfth
century poetry and things like that.
And I was working as a
carpenter and doing some jackleg auto
mechanics.
I really wasn't
involved
anything political. But somebody talked
me into
going to Boston to join this demonstration
in support of the
Selma Marchers. Actually I think somebody
said "want to go to a
great party?" and I said yes, and they said,
"well to go to the
party you got to go to the picket line first."
To make a long
story short, without intending to, I ended up
getting thrown in
the Boston city jail. Well Bob Zellner was
in the cell next to
mine. And as a result of the hearings and some
other stuff that
went on I really got to know some of the people
in the civil
rights network, particularly the Zellners. And they
found out
that I had carpentry and mechanics skills and asked
if I would go
South.
So I ended up actually being recruited to work
in Freedom
Summer

m

And on

a less

profound note, but still illustrative of the point,

Mary Jo tells this story,
After four or five visits we decided we were definitely in love.
So we decided to live together. I moved south to live in
Greenville, not a place I would normally have picked. He worked
for city government. I moved in with him because I thought I was
in love and because it was my best offer at the time. My other
choice was to live in New England with my dad while I looked for
a job. But I had no idea what I wanted to do. After you've been
organizing nude beaches what do you do? But about three weeks
after I arrived, the local NOW activist called Tim, the guy I was
living with, and asked him if he wanted to be on one of their
committees. He was a card carrying NOW member. He said I can't do
it but I have someone who I think can help you and handed the
phone to me I got real involved and it ended up being a real
important stepping stone for me.
.

Even with Paul, the one individual who made

a

conscious decision to

become a social activist at the age of 19, the element of synchronic i ty
is apparent in the particular field or area of activism in which he

eventually played a significant and leading role.

He had been

shopping around for a church home... [and] was just bowled over
So I went a bunch of times, and the next
by the Quaker Meeting.
year when it was time to register religious beliefs on
registration day, I wrote Quaker just to see what would happen.
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And then got a post-card in the
mail
n.
trom a woman saving
v, air-;
„ 11
§
having college
age young friends over for
coffee next
Wednesday night. We'd like to meet
you."
So I showed up
.

.

.

"Up
We -re
re
'

.

.

'

In spite of the role of synchronicity

these individuals are "will

-

o

-wisps

.

"

it is

,

’

incorrect to imply that

They are not.

active and important decisions about their
lives.

They made very

As their stories

illustrate, some of the important decisions
they make are to take

advantage of the opportunities presented to
them.

And they themselves

are very aware of the dual nature both decision
and chance have played
in their lives.

Lois first says that she had not "made a lot of
real conscious

decisions about what she wanted to do with her life."

Then she

reflects
that's not entirely true.
I walked out and left a marriage.
I
decided I really wanted to get my Ph D and I worked real hard
to
get those scholarships so I could do that.
And there are many
other examples where I have made very important decisions about
m y Hf e
But, in another sense, it's like things come up on you.
And therefore you're there, and you either reject it or you take
it.
In spite of the fact that I have made conscious efforts to
achieve things many times, there is still more of a sense that
events have rolled up on me and I have been asked to do such and
such a thing, or expected to do such and such a thing and I've
responded
.

.

-

Paul made a choice to leave his small town over the protest of his
family. Eventually he made the choice to risk his career and reveal his

gayness.

But when he "decided" to risk his life by sailing to Vietnam

with medical supplies "it was one of those times when
had a choice."

I

didn't feel

Just like at an early time in his life,

[t]he gay versus straight thing seemed like a choice ..., but
this (becoming an activist) seemed more like - Am I gonna be me
or am I not gonna be me.
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I

Jim says,
...I know that a lot of my life has
been influenced by context
Just things like where I happen to end
up or who I happen to
meet
But... while a lot of the context
I ended up in was luck
a lot of it was a result of conscious
decisions.

Neither Pamela nor Clara May verbalized this
relationship.

Clara

instead tells us of the many conscious and decisive
actions she has
taken.

At the same time we can hear undercurrents
of not really having

a choice

in the matters at hand.

She didn't want to lose her husband,

but she "felt like she was choking" when she wasn't
involved.

And as

she says above, after her bout with cancer her "path
was already set."

Pamela made an intentional decision about the newly funded
job with
the University,

she later makes a deliberate decision to move her

organization toward one that was consistent with her new found analysis.
But still when she looks back ..."it's not exactly an ine vi tab i 1 i
ty
but... somehow everything I've done has lead to this without me planning
it at all

.

Kay:

So part of my becoming involved in a homeless program
and thereby eventually shaping a lot of what has gone on
in homeless programs throughout the nation, was being
ready and open for the opportunity.
I didn't decide
that that was what I wanted to do with my life.
And I
certainly had not gone looking for that job.
In fact
they found me.
But when the opportunity presented
itself I didn't say 'Oh my God, I don't want to live in
Washington.
Oh, I don't think this is right.
I need a
Ph.D. first.
I'm in a relationship.
What am I going to
do about that?'
You think about those things later.
You said yes first, and then you figured everything else
out after that.

Joe:

I didn't plan to have those experiences.
It just
happened that I ended up here because I had friends
working with this project, and I was looking for
something to do. And we got lucky and discovered that
one of these mine owners was also a big British owner.
And that coincided with the fact that I was going to
England and could continue to work on this project from
But I
That just happened.
there when they ask me to.
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id say yes
And I can remember a very clear
moment
when I decided I'm comfortable. This
seems to be the
way I'm going, and I'm comfortable
with this.
I knew my
decisions meant giving up certain things
and opening
myself to other kinds of experiences. And
those
experiences seemed a little more risky but
I felt good
about it and I was willing to see where it
would take

me

The nature of the decisions that these individuals
do make

constitutes the second theme that
that, however,

I

I

will discuss.

Before discussing

will elaborate some of the patterns or commonalities

I

found within these life stories, patterns that can possibly
be seen as
catalysts, or circumstances, which enabled the walking of
their path

These patterns are:

(a)

A sense of being different;

(b)

experiences of

cognitive dissonance around certain values or social archetypes'

(c)

being noticed by others in ways that lead to the opening of opportunity
and/or being mentored by others who are already on the path;

(d)

exposure to ideas; and (e) indications of above average intellectual
aptitude

Feeling Different
"The most important thing you can know about a man [sic]

takes for granted ." 5

is

what he

But what if you cannot take who or what you are

for granted because you are different?
all have experience of not fitting in

In some way these individuals
-

of being different and therefore

not being able to take their lifeworld for granted.
For this sense of feeling different Paul says,
...I felt different from my siblings who were much younger. I was
blond and lean and they were dark and husky. And this feeling of
being different from my family was so strong that I can remember

Source unknown.
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thinlcing mayb e I'm adopted and they
just haven't told me yet
It
goes back as long as I can remember,
this sense of I'm different.

Pamela was "shy" and "very introverted."

music than socialize."
her family,

She had rather "listen to

This made her "quite different"
from the rest of

"Everyone else was very extroverted, very
gregarious."

J im

was always thought of as very serious and as
someone who acted
much older than my years, so that segmented
me out from other
children from an early age.

Lois never thought of herself as different.

But other people have seen

her as different and on more than one occasion conveyed
that message to

her
I'm actually continuously surprised that people think I'm
as
as they do.
I never thought of myself as so different.
But I'll go do something for somebody, like going to John's
class
the other day.
And then he gets all these little notes back
about they enjoyed it, and that sort of stuff.
But also they say
"She certainly was a different person.
All that kind of
stuff." And I'll think 'I'm not that different from other women.
Or am I?
.

.

.

Clara May complained in her interview, that "what is incredible to me
that people aren't involved."

is

And her lament that she doesn't

understand why "everyone is not like her" suggests her awareness of her
difference.

More to my point, we hear her lament,

But I wasn't meant to a wife or a mother. I was supposed to be
doing what I do... Ron understood.... He would say, 'But see,
some of us are made to do other things.
And maybe you were one
of those folks who was made to do other things.'
And I think
maybe I was
Donna:

Something about who I was, ever since I was a very
young person, made me feel like I was different.
Like I was an outsider.
Part of it was that I was an
outsider.
We moved to this small town were everybody
knew everybody else.
And I was
I was a tomboy.
apart.
made
me
different.
Set
me
smart.
That

Earl:

think that part of what being Jewish did for me was to
sharpen my sense of being an outsider, of being in a
I
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world not of my own making, and to
some extent beyond my
control.
It makes me different from
other people
Kay

Right. from the beginning I felt like
I was dropped from
Mars into my family and didn't know
quite how I fit in.
And I was real different from other kids.
I was the
person who told all the kids not to kill
the frogs
I
was the one who would jump in the pond
if someone was
fishing and try to get the fish off the hook.
I
couldn t stand cruelty or violence and the
other kids
didn't seem to notice that it was cruel to
squash an
earth worm. And I've thought a lot about some of
these
things and I just can't locate the genesis of them
so
maybe I am from Mars

Experiences of Cognitive Dissonance Or "Catching Culture in
Kay says that one of the reason she always felt different

a Lie"

is

that

she could see "when the pictures on the wall were crooked or out
of

alignment when others didn't or couldn't" and described her life as an
effort to "put the pictures straight."
or as Paul calls it,

This same sense of dissonance

"catching culture in a lie,"

has played a role in

the development of most of the participants in this study. As a young

man Paul

"didn't experience a monolithic culture.

[He]

experienced an

ambiguous culture that was telling me conflicting messages."

Another

factor was that he

had an experiential reason to doubt people. The messages I was
getting about sexuality for instance.... And so in adolescence,
even though I had nothing like today's gay consciousness ...
although I was receiving all of those negative messages, there
was a part of me that just didn't buy them.
There was a self
confidence or an insistence on my own truth.
I didn't really
believe that I was a bad person, ...
So once you catch culture
in a lie, a lie that is personal, is about you, then I think you
can move to the next step.
You can say 'so maybe what they are
saying about Saudi Arabia and Vietnam is also a lie: You can
start to question.
Lois started "asking questions really early about things like race

and class reactions."

She did not understand why she would be laughed
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at when she called a Black man
'mister

man

m

'
’

the county and she asked herself,

like that?"

especiallv rh*
especially
the m
most educated
"Well, why should things be

And she told us that she rejected
the notion of

people being behind; that somehow this town
school was superior
to the country school I'd come from.
Or that somehow coming from
S
the country made you inferior.
She had a similar reaction to her encounter
with the rich man who would

not make a donation to the school project
of it all,

that

I

-

couldn't talk to him like

a reaction to "the injustice
I

would talk to anybody

else." Of a much more personal nature was her
resentment that boys

should have privileged treatment over that of girls, and
finding out
that she was considered dumb because she spoke with a
Southern accent.

Later she tells us
People like me who were very enmeshed in the Church and who saw
segregation and race relations as they existed in the South began
to see those big contradictions.
I think that was very important
to my development ...growing up in the South, going to church
all
those years and learning all those things you learn in church and
then seeing, finally, seeing the truth of the whole segregated
system.

And we also hear,
Now when I came across those contradictions about race or about
boys and girls that didn't seem right I didn't say ’Well, in
Sunday school, they say so and so,' because I could articulate it
that way.
But somehow, that combination of things didn't fit and
didn't seem right.
It was around environmental issues that Jim first had the sense that

something was wrong with the world.

But it was while he watched the

Detroit riots on TV and read Life magazine at age

7

that his

little antennas went up.
And I begin to tune in, not so much to
the content of what people were saying about the riots, but the
expression on people's faces and the tone of people's voices and
how people just dismissed certain things... [and decided that]
basically, the grown ups around me, just didn't have a handle on
Didn't have a handle on most things... That was a time
this one.
when I felt very confused and just had that sense of there's
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something wrong here
A real sense of cognitive dissonance,
awareness of the dissonance between wealth
and poverty.
.

In Pamela

s

An

discussion of lunch boxes

...we used to take lunch boxes to school. But
some people had
to bring theirs in paper bags.
Other people had

their lunch on

trays with tablecloths and napkins;

and she recalls of the differences between her
white grandmother who

presided over tea at this mahogany table in this
enormous dining
room... [a]nd by contrast ...my paternal grandmother,
her teas
were bush teas, she was Black, and she lived out of
town.
We hear stories that sound like experiences of dissonance.

While she

was attending school in England she

read a book called The Sun is Mv Undoing ... It was the first
time that I d ever read about slavery.
I mean, I knew that there
was slavery, but I had never associated it with myself or with my
country.
And it was really shattering to me.
It was quite
traumatic
.

Still later in her life, she became aware of the dissonance between her

views and values and those of her husband.

She also become keenly aware

of a disturbing difference between her middle class life and the freedom
she sensed in the poor women she was working with,

and reflects that:

Being around and working with working class women had a real
impact on my consciousness.
All the things that seemed to give
me an advantage over them, I also began to see those things as
traps, as constraints.
The middle class status, the secure job,
the husband, the children, the car, the status in society - all
of those things could also be traps.
In fact, I began to see
that those were very confining.
I began to feel that as a middle
class professional, wife and mother, there were certain things
that I was supposed to do.
And if I tried to do anything else it
just was just not acceptable...
There is still a level at which
It just seemed to me
I can't ever name some of these things.
that they had something that I did not.
I can't say that I
I just knew that I was
envied them, not in any conscious way.
encountering contradictions; things that I did not fully
That their lives seemed to be much freer than my
understand.
own
Clara May does not single out events of cognitive dissonance,

perhaps because she was so immersed in dissonance.
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She seemed to have

entered the world knowing that culture
was lying to her.

She was never

willing to except the social judgment of
her inferiority or the norm
that whites should be accorded more respect.

with her own grandmother's racism at

a

She was very much in tune

very early age.

Her experience

at the church when she went to ask forgiveness
of her sexual

transgression certainly constitutes
sense of

a

situation of dissonance. Was it

a

dissonance, of the lie culture was telling, that
explains why,

at the age of 14,

she refused to accept an award from the Governor
of

the State?

Lucia:

When I was thirteen or fourteen I started to have
problems with my father and my mother.
They suddenly
discovered that I was a woman.
That I was developing
into a young woman. And they attempted to repress me
a great deal.
And of course I wouldn't take it.
Because I had been trained, I had in fact been
trained by them to chose for myself, to think
critically about everything.
I was taught to
analyze.
I was taught never to accept at face value
what people tell you. And all of a sudden the very
people who taught me all these things expect me to
accept that the world is supposed to be closed to me
because I was a girl; because I start developing
tits!
I have always attempted to live consciously
even at that young age.
I have always tried to be
consistent.
Which is what has brought me to this
point

Sue:

School was a pretty schizophrenic time for me.
On the
one hand my public self was as a popular kid.
I had a
lot of friends, both boys and girls.
I was getting all
this public feedback that I was a good person and people
liked me.
But on the inside I knew that if people
knew
really
who I was it would be just awful and they
would hate me and I would lose all of my friends and I
would disappoint my family.
It was a terrible
schizophrenic existence.
I couldn't imagine that
someone could love or respect what I really was. A

Queer
So this sense
I believed there was something wrong with me.
I mean the
of dissonance really was "in me" in multiple ways.
dissonance between knowing myself as a lesbian and what the
world said lesbians were. There was dissonance between my
sense that I was okay and yet I was a lesbian, ... it was like
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a multi-layered dissonance.
And it wasn't until later that
I
was able to really transfer that to saying wait a minute
there is nothing wrong with me.
The problem is that the world
is trying to make me fit into a box,
that the world is iudgine;
me on some artificial standard of right and
wrong.
If y OU
happened to be lucky enough to be born with the
right color
skin or whatever, then you get treated differently
when it
shouldn't matter.

Being "Noticed”
path]

[And/or being mentored by others who are already
J on the

In The Evolving Self, Robert Kegan says,

"Our survival and

development depends on our capacity to recruit the invested
attention of
others to us" (1982, p.17). And "that the greatest inequalities
in

education" can best be understood through "the unequal capacity of

students to interest others in them

-

a

phenomenon not reducible to

social class or intelligence, and which seems to be the more powerful

determinant of future thriving.

Who comes into a person's life may be

the single greatest factor of influence to what that life becomes" (p.
19).

Being "noticed" or being "picked" by others plays

role in these individuals' lives.
it is not the same phenomenon.

mentoring,

significant

And while it is related to mentoring,

There are a number of accounts of

in the traditional sense of the word,

transcripts.

a

throughout the

These include incidents of a mentor choosing the

participant as well as incidents of the participant choosing the mentor.
Paul says of his mentoring relationships,
It was definitely under the mentoring of certain folks that I was
able to go to all of those demonstrations for peace and nuclear
disarmament and to take a leadership role in many of them.

And the nature of his relationship with the Quaker couple who "became an
alternative family" was both long term and involved teaching/advising.
Furthermore, those individuals were already peace activists.
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Donna said
I had mentoring.
As flawed as some of my mentors
have been their
guidance was really critical.
Like Kim who's still a good
friend.
Now he didn't give a lot of positive
feedback, and had
is weird emotional issues he was
working through, but he helped
me learn a lot of stuff.
I think I had a number
of people like
that along the way who took me under their
wing and helped
me
^

learn.

For the most part, however, what is described
in these accounts is

not what we think of a long-term teaching or
coaching relationships

where the individual is shown the rope by another
already practiced and
prepared.

It is simpler and less enduring than that.

It consists of

acts more akin to opening doors, planting seeds, being
encouraging or

supportive at just the right time.

These individuals get picked or

noticed at critical junctions along the way by individuals who subtly
influence the course of their lives. Lois says,
In one sense I didn't go looking for these things.
I don't
think.
I do think other people maybe picked me.
I think
somehow, for some reason, I got picked by certain people.
I
think the sociology professor picked me because I wrote something
he thought showed thought.
Several of us got picked by him. And
as a result got pushed in certain directions. I got picked by the
woman for the Y, just as she picked other people.
But I was
ready to be picked. I mean, I was right there ready to

participate

And also,
Somebody put experiences in my way that made it all fit together
for me.
And it was a conglomeration of experiences: that trip to
Hartford, getting arrested in Atlanta, meeting church people who
exposed me to the social gospel interpretation of things.
Pamela tells us the story of Mrs. Farmer:
If you didn't get a scholarship, unless your parents were
wealthy, you couldn't go on to higher education.
Mrs. Farmer was
have
been my last 2 years at
my teacher. Anyway, I think it must
school that Mrs.
Farmer said to me "Pam if you're just keen for
Why don't you try a little
this once, you can do it, you know.
harder just to prove to yourself you can do it?" So I actually
came in first once. And then after that, I didn't have any
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dl ffi cul t y coming in first.

scholarships
And,

And that's how

I

was able to win the

she speaks often of the importance of her
international networks in

supporting and enabling in her work:
Some women leaders at the international level took an
interest in
me and my work."
... [P]eople like Devaki
Charlotte, Adrian who
affirmed me
,

.

.

In a similar fashion Barbara Jordon and Parren Mitchell noticed
Clara

And just as there was a Mrs. Farmer for Pamela there was

May.

a Mr.

Cage for Clara,
Mr. Cage influenced my life more than any person other than
my Mom. He was always saying "Jefferson, do this, Jefferson do
that. ."
I asked him one day why he made me do all that stuff
and he said, "Well, Jefferson, I always saw good stuff in you.
And I wanted to bring it out.
I always saw something good in you
and I just said, if I don't make this woman do it she's not gonna
do it and all this good stuff is going to die."
.

.

.

.

Jim talks about how his context began to grow when he left Detroit.

And

of how he was

exposed to people who were associated with the Catholic left in
Worcester.
But more importantly these were "[p]eople with who I
became friends and who respected me as a young person. And I
feel very lucky that I was in situations where people respected
me and noticed me.
Of this relationship with the man who told him about George Pillsbury he
says,

"And

I

became very, very close to him in part because he really

made an effort to get to know me." Earlier he had told us,

And also I got to be really close to the chaplain, a guy named
Tom Butterfield, who also seemed to have a very high regard for
me, and really sort of made a point of including me in a whole
And there were some teachers
lot of things that he was doing.
stuff
to me. It wasn't just like
this
who were definitely feeding
the Science teacher would
like
was
finding it in the library. It
this article about the
in
interested
say, 'Oh, you'd be really
the school sort of saw
people
in
Some
limits of nuclear power.
would sort of feed me
and
me as thinking critically about things
things
.

.

'
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Even Paul, who had a number of solid mentoring
relationships with
individuals, some of whom picked him and others
whom he picked, also had
his share of the more subtle relationships such
as the one with his

piano teacher.

At one point in the interview, not included
in the

profile, he speaks of a friend's mother who took an
interest in him and

taught him many things which were very important to him
later, such as
"which fork to use at the table and that it was alright to have
more
than one fork or spoon."

And even of his mentors he says, "A lot of

wonderful people have picked me out..."
Earl:

The way I tend to interpret it myself is that life,
up until that time, made me very open to this, and
very available for it.
However, the people who
recruited me were smart. They clearly noticed
something in me.
For while I was open and ready I
was not at that point committed.

On mentors he says
There certainly
build that kind
knew there were
useful thing to
Kay:

was no one who sought me out and tried to
of relationship with me.
I don't think that
such things.
I think it would have been a
have had.

I

And then this wonderful woman came into my life who was
not related to the family.
We called her Aunt Ev and
she was a Quaker and a spinster, and she loved books.
Aunt Ev just started buying me books and books and books
and I kept reading and reading and reading.
And it was
the first time I felt I belonged as a kid.
And she
would take me to the theater and I would meet her in
town for lunch and we would go to wonderful
restaurants
.

.

Then when I was in 3rd grade I stopped talking. 6 It was
rather traumatic at the time for everybody else. But I didn't
look at it that way.
.

For most of the people in Kay's life,

being pushed aside or made invisible.

this behavior resulted in her

Her teachers did not want to deal

6
Rigoberta Menchu, the winner of the 1992 Noble Prize of Peace, tells
similar incident in her own life in her autobiography, I_i Rigoberta
very
a
of
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.

with her; her grandmother wanted to take her out
of school and keep her
at home.

But the principal of the school "noticed"
her.

And after about two weeks of it the teacher was
totally
frustrated, so she sent me to the principal who turned
out to be
this wonderful friend, Miss Seal.
And Miss Seal said "Well,
we 11 put her in the library" because there weren't
any kind of
special ed. classes or anything like that.
So in the library all
I had to do all day was read.
Nobody bothered me.
It was
wonderful.
And the librarian felt so bad for me because she
thought sure I was retarded that she left me alone.
But Miss
Seal, after about a month of this started a tradition with me,
where she would come in every afternoon and we would have tea in
the library.
And I wouldn't talk to her.
I'd just pretend that
I wasn't really listening, only I listened to every word
she
said.
And she always talked about these fascinating things...

And one day in late spring, it was almost the end of the 3rd year
see, they had taken me to the University of Penn, to be tested,
and I never knew what really came of that except that everybody
kind of left me alone after that. But anyway, one afternoon I was
reading ’A Tale of Two Cities' and Miss Seal sat down and started
telling me the story all wrong.
She quoted the first paragraph
totally wrong.
She made up all these words that were wrong.
She
gave all the wrong characters, named them different names and I
got so frustrated after about an hour that I started telling her
the story the correct way.
And I just kept going for about an
hour and a half.

Exposure to Ideas [Specifically ideas that help them make connections
and understand their experience]

Almost every participant mentions the role of reading, and cites

variety of specific books which were important to them.

Clara May did

not finish high school and does not talk of theories or ideas

reading has been important to her all her life.
out of school and got married,
I

could get my hands on.

Romance

.

.

.

"when

I

a

.

But

Even after she dropped

wasn't working

I

read everything

[everything from Shakespeare

to True

.

Pamela says of the meeting she was invited to attend in Bangkok on

feminist theory,
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^

"7
Xt
at that meetin that 1 met
§
Charlotte Bunch for the first time... And
Charlotte's speech
really helped put a lot of things in perspective
for me. Things
began to click, I began to understand the
connections between
oppression and power.

I

She goes on to ascribe a great deal of her developing
conscious to "the

exposure to intellectual issues that

international travel and meetings."

I

got as a result of all the

And to her interaction with other

women "who give me an intellectual framework; that sense that
'you're
not crazy,' other people think like you ..."
Paul speaks of how

[tjheory and other people's ideas have been important to him...
really don't think I would have been able to understand the
importance of social movements or to be as steady about orienting
my dance with history to social movements without the
intellectual grounding that theory has given me.
.And knowing
that I was part of a history, of a tradition was real important
for me. I don't think you can have an identity without a history
and a heritage.
.

.

Jim feels that
the interaction between theory and action has been really
important to me. Like getting involved in the Clamshell Alliance
and then reading some of the great non-violent thinkers. Just
being around people who understood all these things who could
help me develop a radical critique, which enabled me to go beyond
appearances and start looking at structural relationships. So
theory has been important to me in that way. When I think of my
sweetheart who is a counselor I think one of the reasons her path
has been different from mine ... one of the reasons she has not
been more concerned with structural issues is that her context
did not empower her through theory the way mine did. She has
never really been in a context where people had a social or

racial analysis.

And Lois, addressing the issue of why

a lot of

people who come out of a

Southern Baptist tradition don't see or act on the world in the same way
as she does,

says,

...meeting church people who exposed me to the social gospel
interpretation of things... And being caught up with the YMCA
when it was a radical organization, being in on some of the early
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CIO organizing stuff. Getting turned
on in classes to the early
civil rights stuff and to a lot of social
analysis

Mary Jo:

The NOW stuff started really radicalizing
me. It gave me
anguage to talk about my life, my experiences.
It connected
me with the fact that there were tons
of women like me whose
experiences may have been different but the
core was the same
Women who felt bad about their lives and
were finally able to
name why. And naming it gave me the power
to believe in what I
was doing. It gave me things to do and I
learned how to do
them. I already had the values. They just
didn't have labels.
I had skills but I didn't have
analysis. And until I had
analysis I didn't understand what I could do other
than just
be a good person.

Another really important thing was going to these
alternative classes at the university.
Actually
learning about Marxism and stuff like that...
Graduate school and theoretical learning were really
important.
Getting the analysis that went with what
I was experiencing.
And I feel lucky that I met
people who, for whatever reason, were willing to help
me understand a lot of things from both a theoretical
and a practical standpoint.

Intellectual Aptitude
While Clara May did not complete high school we see evidence that
she was a bright and capable student.

She got straight A's in spite of

the fact that she could not attend school consistently enough to make
the honor society.

At another point in the interview she tells of

beating Jesse Jackson in

a

Spelling Bee.

She was the State

Representative for Virginia; he from South Carolina.
Pamela won a scholarship that only three other girls in the English

speaking Caribbean were awarded every 3rd year. Lois could read before
she entered school.

smart kids."

Paul,

Jim was sent to an elementary school for "really
in spite of his working class background and his

family's mistrust of the world of the mind, always excelled in school.

Most of the individuals

I

interviewed tell stories that indicate

intellectual talent of some kind, even if that ability did not show up
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until later in their lives.

Joe won a Rhodes Scholarship
even though he

knew nothing about them or the academic
preparation most people go
through

m

order to compete for this coveted award.

In perhaps the most

dramatic example, one participant spent his
childhood in an institution
for the blind and was diagnosed as mentally
retarded.

In spite of this

he eventually earned his Ph.D. and is now a
university professor.

The Role of Values

You make the road by walking.
Miles Horton and Paulo Freire
linear or determinist way to explain how these

individuals made the choices they made or came to be social activists.

Instead there are interconnected events and circumstances.

The

interplay of choice and fate, of will and destiny, of decision and
accident, of the conscious and the unconscious.

influenced by the fusion of each.

Even so,

Their lives are

there is a generative

element or a motivational source to both the casual and definitive
decisions these individuals made. That generative element is the subject
of the second theme which

I

will discuss. It constitutes the

motivational source behind the walking of their path.
There is a consistent set of core or fundamental values from which
these individuals made decisions.

involving risk.

And they are often decisions

That is to say decisions that could and often do put

the individual in danger or in a situation of great personal sacrifice.

First,

I

will delineate from the profiles and other interviews what

those core values are.

This will be followed by examples of the

circumstances under which these kinds of decisions were made and their
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consequences for the individuals' lives.
decisions,

I

population.

Within these value -laden

will also discuss three patterns which
appear in this

These are:

(a)

The feeling or sense that these values
were

"always with them;" (b) making meaning and acting on
certain values in

ways that are beyond or outside of their socialization
process; and

(c)

using these values to "overcome" certain meaning making or
behavioral
patterns to which they have been successfully socialized.
The nature of these core values are simple and precisely named
by

participants
Clara May:
But I just can't tell you how it eats my heart away. It just
takes my heart away when I see people in trouble and nobody's
doing anything to help.
And you have to learn how to love
people who you don't like personally. It took me 25 years to
get over hating white folks... But I learned I had to do for
them and love them too.
My intentions have always been to
try to make America a better place for all people and to help
others understand how they can fight for justice and equality
Paul:

.

.

.

.

By the age of 19 I knew my vocation was with social
change, and with struggling for ustice and peace
I
knew that's why I was on the planet... I see myself as
trying to influence the course of history. Trying to
bend it, shape it a little bit. Maneuver it a tiny bit
in the direction of more peace more equality and more
ustice
i

,

i

Lois:

.

.

.

really think it just boils down to a value system,
which in my case comes from the Church and from social
analysis... But mostly there is just this sense of doing
what's right; of working for equality and justice of
loving your neighbor And you just can't compromise on
those things.
I

,

.

Pamela:

Real empowerment and real empowerment of women must
Principles
begin from a set of basic principles.
that need to be accepted and acted upon by everyone.
Those principles are: a commitment to justice a
commitment to equity a commitment to participation,
and a commitment to letting people define there own
development and their own lives."
,

.

Jim:

I guess I have just always been concerned about people.
But that doesn't set me apart. More specifically I was
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concerned about relatio nships between people
x was
concerned that people not hurt each other...
You know I
really think part of my political development
is around
just understanding the social gospel. Just
understanding
political and social justice
"
Lucia:

And one of the important turning points in my
life
was discovering that I was very much part of'
a Latin
American world view. That I shared a world view
with
other scholars from Latin America. That we shared
the same concern for social stratification and
in j ustice
And that there was a place within
academia from which one could struggle against the
myths which sustain inequal ities in society.
.

Joe:

1 think my life was been very much guided
by values of
radical participatory democracy
And it has always
been important to me that my life reflect some integrity
and some consistency with those principles and those
values
.

.

.

.

Mary Jo:

Basically I've been guided by a commitment to social
ustice a commitment to fairness to ending economic
j
and social violence.
It's about everybody having a
somewhat equal or similar level of opportunity to
make choices in their lives.
.

.

Acting on these values often put these individuals at risk. The
degree of risk and the severity of the consequences vary greatly.
there are always consequences.

But

Pamela, acting on her new understanding

and commitment to feminism, said it resulted in her feeling "isolated,"

"unsupported" and "unloved"

-

"isolated" both "personally and

professionally." It also eventually cost her

a

marriage and alienation

from one of her children.

Jim's risk of coming "out of the closet" about his wealth may seem
trivial to some of us, but the earnestness and depth with which he

discusses this matter reveal that it was not trivial to him.

And we can

not know at this point what the eventual consequences of his giving up
his financial security may be.
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Lois acted on her values at great
professional risk, and Clara and
Paul put both their reputations and their
lives at risk.

behaviors and consequences

is

This range of

characteristic of the other participants

in this study.

Joe

And then at one point in the research project
certain
people began to talk to me, for the first time, about
violence; about how accidents could happen, people
could
get hurt, stuff like that.
Nobody came out and said
anything directly. They just began to talk about all
the people who had been attacked and killed in that
area. And then one evening coming down the mountain my
brakes wouldn't work and I discovered that my car had
been sabotaged. The brake lines had been cut. And this
happened the night before a court hearing that I'd
helped to organize against one of the strip mine
operations

Earl

We were testing the accommodation of restaurants. And
they asked for volunteers to go up and knock on the door
and ask to be served. And we knew there were about 150
men in there waiting for who ever tried to come in. I
remember being scared to death at the thought of going
up and knocking on that door. And there was a real
chance that we would be arrested.
And maybe I was just
to naive at that age to realize that going to jail was a
serious matter. On the other hand, I think I probably
knew that to some extent. But in any situation, there is
a right thing to do and that is what you do.

Related to the value laden nature of these individuals decisions
making behavior are two other patterns.

The first is a sense that these

values were "always with them."

these individuals act on and

Second,

make meaning of values in new and novel ways that are often outside or

beyond their socialization process.

Finally they use their values to

"overcome" certain forms of socialization.

Always with Them
My position that these values seem to have always been with the

individuals comes from two sources.

The first is that they often act on
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these values at very young ages.

show ample evidence of this.

I

All the profiles, except
Pamela's,

will not enumerate them here
as most of

them have been, or will be, referred
to at other points in
this

discussion and should be easy enough for
the reader

to recall.

The

second is that participants speak' of
a sense of having always
carried
these values with them. Clara May
says,
like thiS haS always been ar t of me.
It took awhile
P
some setbacks before it became as
pronounced as it is
today, but I can't remember when I
didn't feel this way about
things that were going on in the world.
lt:

a
and

e

S

?
I

r^
had

Paul tells us that he has

always felt, even at a very early age, that
I should not be
associated with violence. And I have this sense
that it was
something I had always knew, not something that
I had learned.
Because there was nobody who ever told me things
like
that.

When Jim speaks of being "concerned about people," more
specifically
[his concern]

about relationships between people...

"that people not

hurt each other," he also tells us that he can't remember
"when that

wasn't true."

He goes on to say,

... I feel like at some level I've always been a critical
thinker and that I have always reacted to or rejected many of
the values around my upbringing. Particularly the value that I
should be trained to run corporate America or whatever.
,

Lois tells us how even as a young child she questioned. And when she
"came across those contradictions about race or about boys and girls

that didn't seem right...

that things like that always bothered me."

Pamela says of the conflict between herself and her husband, "my
views about things like that [relationships among people] were quite

In most cases they actually use the word "always" when discussing
their value system(s)
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different and always have been." In speaking of
her present work she
says

there are some general principles which in some
ways have always
been a part of me and of my work, but I was unable
to articulate
or act on them explicitly until I was conscious of
mv own
oppression.
.

Kay:

It's kind of a fluid thing.
I still get it lots.
In
certain situations I would know.
I would just know that
this was right, this was truth, this was the way it
should be. And it was a feeling or thought that seemed
bigger than me.
I mean it didn't seem like the thought
originated with me.
It felt almost genetic.

Donna:

And what they did, instead of assigning a few kev
people for each room to be responsible, they took all
the kids for the college bound track and made them
responsible for everybody else.
Now I was in the
college bound track.
But it really up set me.
I
just went "Why are they doing this?"
I went up to
this English teacher and I said "Why are you doing
this? This isn't right and people are going to be
really resentful." And she actually said something
like "Well, none of them have the capability of
taking care of this stuff." But I was really upset
and I thought it was bullshit.
I don't know were
that came from.
Not from my family.
But I was
always like that; concerned about things like that
when other people didn't seem to care or notice.

Acting Outside Of or Beyond the Socialization Process
As was discussed in Chapter 2,

the concept of socialization has a

number of theoretical meanings. The philosophical and ideological

presupposition of this study, based partly in social constructivism, but
predominantly in critical theory, provides the most useful concept of
socialization as one that accounts fully for the intentions of the
socializing agents in the outcome of that process. It

is also

important

that the strongest possible theoretical significance be given to new

meaning making and behavioral patterns. Therefore, the following
discussion assumes that:
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if the behavior or meaning making
patterns that an individual
employs are novel or unique; or

*

if they are different from what any of the
major socializing
institutions in his/her life intended, and more
importantly,
different from anything that the individual has
seen modeled
for his or her reproduction;

*

then we have a phenomenon that must be considered as
either
outside of, or beyond, the socialization process.

Socialization is also

a process;

a

process enduring over time.

A

single experience or incidental exposure to certain ideas, meaning

making or behaviors, even if these have lasting effects on an
individuals' life are not the same thing as socialization.
that

I

Note also

said these individuals act outside of, or beyond, socialization

in regard to certain values

.

There are many ways and many areas in

which these individuals were very successfully socialized.
This phenomenon of acting outside or beyond socialization must also
be distinguished from the act of "overcoming" socialization.

There are

instances in which these individuals use their values to change or
"overcome" behavior and attitudes that they accepted or accommodate

themselves to as a result of successful socialization, which
discuss.

The term acting outside of, or beyond,

I

socialization

will
is

used

to signify a situation in which the individual never perceived and/or

accepted the intentions of the socializing agent(s); and in which they
demonstrate meaning making and/or behavioral patterns that are unique
and novel. These are meaning making and behavioral patterns for which
they have not been provided models by the socializing agents in their
lives

Pamela definitely relates the familiar influence of the values she
carries with her to her father.
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Some of it comes from my father. I remember very
clearly my
father always showed people real respect regardless
of who they
were,
The reason I remember that is because it caused so
much
conflict with my mother.
_

But,

the sense we get is that this was a value around personal

relationships and interpersonal curtsey.

It was neither her father's

belief nor his intention that Pamela extend this respect to the concept
of the "empowerment of people," to "a commitment to participation, and a

commitment to letting people define their own development and their own
lives."

For elsewhere we are told,

I was raised in a family that was very conservative in many
ways... I remember very vividly the first elections and what my
father had to say about that... The first people elected by the
people who were sort of working class types and all of that. He
had a lot of contempt for them.

Pamela, on the other, hand tells us these are principles that have

"always been a part of my work."

Pamela becoming

a

feminist, on the other hand,

"overcoming" her socialization.

is an example of

In fact, until much later in her life,

she responded toward her role as a woman exactly as she had been

socialized to do.

At one point in the interview, not included in the

profile, she says that the real reason she got married was that "it was
the thing to do" and she "wanted to belong."

Paul ties the concept of "always with me" to the concept of

"overcoming" his socialization process when he talks of this sense that
he should not be associated with violence in the same breath that he

tells us he accepted his families pro-war stance.
a long time before

pacifist

I

And he adds, "it was

made the connection between that and being

.
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a

On the point of acting outside of, or
beyond, his socialization
process, elsewhere in the interviews (not included
in the profile), he
talks of his father's efforts to socialize him
into the world of
"

j

ocks

:

That s the kind of son he wanted.
And I was invited into the
masculinity process by older boys, they tried to teach me
the
.

ropes.

.

But the process just didn't take.

Then there is the passage where he tells us,
...boys' conversation increasingly became offensive to me.
The
ways boys talked about girls was just awful. I really hated all
that male talk about exploits - getting some girl to do it, or
three guys getting one girl or something like that. It just
revolted me.
But at the time I wasn't really strong enough to
stand up to them. But I did start avoiding lots of the girl
bashing sessions.... It just felt too ugly - like watching
someone skin a cat or something.
.

.

.

His sermon on racial integration seems almost to demonstrate

naivete about what

is

a

expected of him from one of the most significant

socializing institution in his life, the church.
refusal to sign the loyalty oath?

And what of his

There are no indications of any

familiar or other socializing influences from which he learned this

behavior or attitude. There are, in fact, a number of indicators that
both his behavior and his attitude are outside of the provincial
attitudes and expectations of both his family and his community.
In Lois' case at the age of

you do not call

a

6

or 7,

Black man 'mister.'

she has not yet understood that

While the laughter of her mother

and her mother's friends helped her understand what was expected of her,
it did nothing to help her accept or accommodate this attitude.

In

spite of the fact that her father had a lot of misgivings about the way

Black people are treated, he offered only very traditional and safe
models about how to act on his concern to his daughter.
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When questioned

he reinforced the dominant social position
by saying,

don't know. That's just the way it's always
been."

"Well

I

really

In her discussion

about the music teacher who was forced to evicted
her Black companion,
Lois explains that her family was very upset, but they
didn't know of

anything to do because "we weren't questioning segregated
living or
anything like that." In fact, it is possible to argue that
it was not
until his daughter had acted outside of her own socialization

experiences that her father was also able to be more open about his own
convictions

.

Furthermore, Lois' stance on the role of women did not come from her

father or her mother.

In fact,

it was in opposition to their stance.

And this opposition occurred long before she had any direct model from
which to form her opinion.

In this case, however,

she was effectively

socialized and it was many years before she acted on those convictions
outside of her socialization experience.

In fact,

she says of her

willingness to get married when she really didn't want

to,

But I still end up gettin' married.
Now, explain that to me?
How somebody, I mean, that whole socialization we go through. The
whole time I keep thinkin'
I don't want to this.
But I did.

Jim's father, in spite of his environmental stance was "politically

very conservative... really sort of like

a

William

F.

Buckley

libertarian conservative." His father and his mother socialized him to

work (even though he didn't have to) and to be fair. Was it their
intention that his concept of fairness be extended to giving away all
his money?

Of his socialization experience he says,

by function of its class and just the culture where I grew
up, there were limitations on what I was exposed to and what I
understood. And I got a lot a messages that my thinking was
immature or that I was being a troublemaker or just didn't
Except that I didn't get restricted by my
understand.
.

.

.
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Certainly none of the socializing agents within
his prep school
intended that he give up his career as a soccer
player because he
"didn't like the competition."

All their efforts had been in just the

opposite direction.
Clara May

s

mother taught her to be proud of herself and not to

believe that she was

a

"nigger" just because somebody called her one.

And she was encouraged to "hold your head up and keep on walking."
Nothing in her socialization experience prepared her to refuse the award
from the Governor. She persisted with her refusal, even though she
could
"hear my Mama crying in the back of the auditorium" and she knew her

Mama had "caught hell" in order for her to be there. Much of her

socialization worked against the fact that she would go to the welfare
°ffi ce at the age of 12 and demand assistance for a neighbor.

her mother had never done.

Something

Furthermore, Clara did this at the risk of

her own family's security.
Kay:

My family, upon reflection, would probably now in this
age of great knowing, be looked at as a dysfunctional
family.
All my grandparents were alcoholics, my uncles.
My grandfather became very ill with cirrhosis of the
liver, so he was bedridden for many years. I was very
close to him.
My mother hated him and use to have
horrible fights with him and physically abuse him. My
grandmother, I found out just in the last several years,
was schizophrenic and inflicted a lot of emotional and
physical abuse on me and my brother.
Both my parents are racists and have no tolerance of anything
outside their lower-middle class existence. Religiously they
My mother hated plants, wouldn't
are also very intolerant.
allow me to have a garden as a child or anything like that.
But it didn't seem to defeat me or what I knew inside to be
All that didn't seem to make a difference.
good or true.
sense that I was gonna operate in this world by
was
some
There
myself until I found people to whom I could relate.
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Sue

Well, politically I have the family background
to be a
good Republican and I know gay people who
are
Republicans. And if I had stayed in Maryland, who
knows,
I might have been a Republican
lesbian. But instead I
moved and I came up against people and ideas that
challenged my notion of what I was. I came into contact
with things that really challenged a lot of the stuff
that I grew up with. I had to really do some rethinking.
Running into all these contradictions just really forced
me to re-evaluate a lot of stuff that I had taken for
granted.

And look at the novelty, one might even add naivete, of meaning making
in the following example:

J° e

The pastor of the Church that I had been a part of moved
to Greenville, South Carolina. I was looking for a
summer job and he asked me to come down and be his
assistant and organize youth activities for this big
church in Greenville, which I did. But the land that
they had been offered for this summer camp was right
next to a Black housing project.
So I thought there was
an opportunity there to do some things. And I leafleted the housing project and invited kids from there to
come join us. And then ended up organizing an
integrated swimming trip of Black and White kids.
mean,

really, I thought it was quite an innocent thing to
It didn't occur to me that it would be considered awful or
something that people wouldn't support. Well it ended my
summer job pretty quickly. I was called into the pastor's
office and told that their church wasn't ready for this kind
of integrated activity.
And the whole thing really was
innocent on my part. I wasn't trying to be ideological or to
combat racism. It just seemed to me something the church would
I

do.

logically support.
interpretations, with a few

To be true to the participants'

exceptions (Kay being one of them)

,

participants claim that they "got"

their values from their families, or alternatively from their families

and their church.
sources.

I

am,

I

do not disagree that they "got them" from these

however, taking a position, on the basis of the

definition presented above, that this constitutes something other than
socialization.
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Looking Back
shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a woods, and I I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.
I

"The Road Not Taken"
by Robert Frost

Scholars have debated for years the meaning of the sigh in this

traveler's tale. Is it a sigh of regret? Should the traveler have made

another choice? In the case of these individuals, definitely not. It
a sign of satisfaction,

of pride and of accomplishment.

is

In spite of the

hardships, financial and others, the strain on family and personal

relationships, and even the danger, these individuals do not regret
their choices. In fact, it is just the opposite. Whatever this path may

have cost them in terms of the "road not taken," it was worth

it.

If

given the chance to start over again where the roads diverged, they

would make the same decision.
Lois and Clara May tell us again and again that they have done "what

they had to do," and that something very vital to who they were as

individuals would have been destroyed if they had not walked this path.

Pamela has passed up the opportunity to hold

a

number of very

prestigious jobs with the UN and other international organizations,

something that her family and most of her immediate support system has

very difficult time understanding. But Pamela says,
don't want those kind of jobs. I can not think of anything that
I would rather be doing; of any role that I would rather be
playing.
I

Jim can't think of anything that he would "find more meaningful or
rewarding." And Paul says,
217

a

B u t in

spite of the danger, the loneliness,
the havoc this kind
life can inflict on your personal and
family life, I've had a
great time
my life. Every once in a while I hear
somebody
describe an activist's life as martyrdom and
sacrifice, and it
just tickles me no end. I can't imagine a better
life than an
activist's life. I can't imagine living a more
fulfilling life
that the one I have lived.
ol

^

m

Some Other Interesting Patterns

There were two configurations which distinguished the male
and
female participants within the sample.

The first being that, with one

exception, women's relationships to and with men tended to "hold them
back" and keep them from fully committing themselves to this path.
role that men played (or more actually,

The

the way women have been

socialized to respond to men) in the lives of Lois, Clara, and Pamela
tends to be true of the other women included in this study.

Kay was

married to an abusive husband for years, and Donna and Mary Jo are still
struggling to resolve issues around male/female relationships as those
relationships impact on their professional lives.

On the other hand,

men do not describe this kind of experience, either as a result of being
married, or as the result of any of the roles they played as husband,
father, or male companions to others.

One way to express this

difference is to say that the women had to "overcome" their

socialization regrading their roles as women in order to walk this path.
The second pattern that differentiated men for women is that male

participants often refer to the role that "feeling powerful" or having

a

sense of themselves as "powerful" played in their being able to take the

path they took. Jim says,

And the experience of feeling powerful is very important. As a
young person I had the opportunity of being powerful in an
I think if
environment that tells you, you're not powerful.
.
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you want to develop activists you help young people
realize how
powerful they can be.
Paul says

Another assumption I make is that to operate the way I do in
the
world is the natural outcome of anyone who feels powerful. I
think I got a lot of messages as a child that it was all right to
be powerful. I got rewarded for taking initiative. I didn't get
that sense - that I think we all have as children - that we are
powerful, that we should be powerful, beaten out of me.
Women, on the other hand, never make this connection.
The closest
they come to making this connection,

is to refer to gaining confidence

in themselves or learning to believe in themselves;

as when Pamela says,

Winning the scholarship was important. That gave me some
confidence in myself, because until I actually did that, I still
felt very lacking in confidence that I could actually do
anything
Or, when we hear Clara May speaking of the importance of learning to

love herself.

There is also an interesting pattern variation among the two Latin

American participants

I

interviewed.

The variation was that the pattern

of gradualness, while present, was in a somewhat different direction.

The male Latino participant actually had a conversion experience to very

radical, revolutionary political activism from which he gradually moved

toward a social change position consistent with the criteria of this
study. The female Latina (Lucia) was raised in a family committed to

revolutionary political action. She, at the age of 13, "saw the
undemocratic nature of the party organization," and gradually moved her
own political stance and social activism to standards and criteria

fitting those of this study.
Finally,

there are two other interesting issues

I

would like to

mention briefly. In Clara May and Paul's profile you read of experiences
I

call "other worldly" or "spontaneous alterations of consciousness."
219

Events of this nature were reported by three
other participants. Kay's
sense that she is not like other people and that
the source of her

understanding

is

"genetic" is so strong that she has sought the
aid of

psychics and "magic" in order to understand the source of
her feeling
that she is not of this world

participant

I

-

"that she came from Mars." The

will call Allan had a vision in the hallway of his home

one night that deeply affected his life and let him know he "had
a

purpose for being here and he was on the right path." And the blind man,

mentioned above, claims that on more than one occasion the coincidences
(or synchronicity)

in his life have been so amazing (so beyond what he

could make sense of) that he has no other way to account of them except
to believe in "divine intervention."

Finally, the significance of childhood exposure to religious or

spiritual values such as we find in Paul, Clara May, Lois, and Jim's
profiles, was also mentioned by 10 of the other 15 participants.

Issues of the Strength and Trustworthiness of the Evidence

This chapter started off with a focus on the use of metaphor. Modern

cognitive scientists claim that we think and know primarily through the
use of metaphor. Furthermore, they claim that at this stage in the

evolution of language most of the words we use, even in everyday speech,
carry metaphorical meaning,

i.e., meaning beyond the precision or

exactness we find in the dictionary or within a "technical" use. The
words "theme" and "pattern" certainly carry these metaphorical
implications.

I

have already associated the word "theme" with the

concept of structure or "the vortexes around which the web of the

phenomena was spun." "Pattern" is perhaps an even more complicated
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metaphor. An Islamic mosaic has a pattern, a
patchwork quilt has a
pattern, and the tile on a kitchen floor has a
pattern. These patterns
are exact replicas of each other, repeated over
and over again in an

exactness
But,

this is not all that constitutes a pattern. The
branches of

trees and plants have patterns. Crystals and spider webs also
have

patterns. It is by their pattern that we recognize these things
for what
they are. Yet each is unique. The length and predominance of the angle,

curve and lines may differ; still there is a pattern through which we

recognize these things even when they are misshapen. It
sense that

I

is

in the latter

have referred to the lives studied in this research project

as having patterns;

and that

I

have attempted to name and describe the

personality and diversity in those patterns.
In choosing the profiles and excerpts,

I

did not present only those

that were most regular or harmonious in their shape. Nor did

I

choose to

develop profiles just on the basis of those offering the most compelling
stories. Instead,

I

present a group of individuals whose backgrounds

were representative of the total sample in my study. There

is one

individual from inherited wealth, another who grew up in conditions of

near poverty. Two of the profiles were of people of color, and one of
those a non-North American.

I

have done the same with the quotes which

use to disclose and discuss patterns and themes. Thus,
the reader with both the range of experience

I

I

have furnished

considered to fit under

single theme or pattern, and given insight to the degree of freedom

used in interpreting texts.
Under the concept of synchronicity

,

you see everything from Sid's

meeting of Bob Zeller to my interpretation of Lois' experiences as
221

I

I

a

constituting the "other side of the synchronicity
coin," an
interpretation which

I

made within the context of 120 pages of

transcript, all of which was not shared with the
reader, but never the
less,

an interpretation with a considerable degree of
freedom.

This kind of range and diversity can be found in all
of the patterns
I

discuss. To present another example,

there are times when participants

actually use a word or phase to describe their experience that

corresponded exactly to the name
times,

I

I

have given the pattern. At other

have interpreted the participant's description as being an

example of the concept under consideration. Bob and Paul say they

experienced dissonance, while

I

interpret the descriptive dialogue of

other participants as examples of experiences that constituted

dissonance
In regard to the participants whose voices were not included in this
text,

I

have identified the following variations or deviations of themes

and patterns
The salience of the theme of a gradual, unfolding path and of the

role of values is present in all but one case. But,

in fact,

this

particular individual fit none of the themes or patterns found in the
other participants. Interesting enough, she also was uncomfortable with
the interview format and took exception to it on several occasions.

In regard to my discussion of acting outside or beyond family

socialization process, among all but one of the Black American
participants this pattern was even weaker than in Clara May's case.

With that one exception, this pattern was very much in evidence.
There were two individuals for whom

I

believe family, as well as

institutional socialization, are a better explanation for their behavior
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than either acting outside of, or overcoming,
socialization. Both of
these individuals were raised in family and
other institutional settings

which supported both the value an d ideological
foundations of their
later activism. And for one of those individuals,
family networks are a

better explanation for his career path than is synchronicity
Finally,

in at least four of the unreported cases,

"being noticed"

and/or mentored is a better interpretation of how the individuals
were
able to

find careers" as activists than is synchronicity. Nonetheless,

the unplanned nature of their career paths remained consistent

throughout the transcripts.
There is one variation in the themes and patterns

which

I

I

have chosen

believe raises a serious enough question to need further

research before

I

would be comfortable in arguing for its

trustworthiness. That exception revolves around understanding how the

concept of acting outside of, or beyond, socialization processes may or

may not operate among African-Americans in regard to social activism.

With this exception,

I

believe that the evidence is sufficiently potent

that the variations discussed above do not negate the strength of the

findings
The claim that these themes and patterns are meaningful

,

and of some

universal significance, must be considered within the philosophical
foundations of this research project. First, there is no need for one
interpretation. There can be many, or a number of interpretations, all
of which can augment our understanding,

and therefore have relevance to

the long term use of the knowledge that has been generated. This is true

because the purpose of this knowledge is neither prediction or control.
It is in fact the opposite.

This discourse can be considered useful
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knowledge if, in the long run, it serves in some
way to amplify
individual freedom and choice.
Finally, each of the individuals whose profiles
and/or quotes were

used in Chapters 4 and
Chapter

5.

5

were sent copies of their profiles and/or

They were asked to respond to my use and interpretation
of

their words in any way they wished, but specifically to inform
me of any

changes they would like made, and to let me know if they felt

had

I

misrepresented their words or meaning in any way.
Three individuals responded to this invitation on their own
initiative. Only one of these individuals was someone for whom

developed a profile.
whom

I

had

I

then contacted the other four individuals for

had developed profiles, but did not follow up with those

I

individuals out of whose interviews
No one who

I

I

only quotations.

talked with had serious concerns about my

interpretations or my representation of their words.

I

was, however,

asked to make a few very minor changes. These changes amounted to things
like- say "my best friend" instead of "my friend," or drop the "so" at
the beginning of that sentence. One of the individuals for whom

developed a profile felt that

I

had failed to "capture her real voice"

in the first half of her profile. However,

story

I

I

she had no concerns about the

had told of her life and agreed that the profile could stand as

it was unless

I

decided to publish it in some form other than the

dissertation.
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CHAPTER VI

SITUATING THE RESEARCH IN A MEANING MAKING CONTEXT

The P re-Theoretical Ramblines of a Multi-Sited.
Multi-Constructed Subject

"When

I

tone,
less

"it means just what
"

use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful
I choose it to mean - neither more nor

.

"The question is," said Alice,
so many different things."

"whether you can make words mean

"The question is," said Humpty Dumpty,
that s all

"which is to be master,

.

'

from "Through the Looking Glass"
Lewis Carroll

As

I

write,

I

face the inescapability of reductionism

Patti Lather (1991)

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.
W.B. Yeats (1919)

In this concluding chapter,

I

hope to continue

a

discussion of the

themes and patterns presented in the previous chapter, as well as the
issues identified at the conclusion of the literature review in Chapter
2.

In doing so, neither a clear synthesis nor a prescriptive analysis

will emerge. Instead,

I

will move the findings into new theoretical

perspectives and bring to the foreground phenomenological issues that
are different than those with which this study was begun. Those

phenomena include;

(1)

The acausal phenomenon of synchronicity as an

explanation of how these individuals come to have careers as social
activist; and (2) the multi-causal and transcausal nature of
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consciousness, values and the other patterns
identified as pivotal facts

m

these individuals lives as an explanation
of their coming to know,

in

relationship to the issues of where or not these
individuals can be

considered as developmental model. Finally,

I

raise the issue of the

potential significance of the values system from which
these individuals
operated.

Before doing that, however,

I

must set the stage for this by

establishing a terrain on which the exploration can take place

A

-

terrain that will not only allow me to discuss nonlinear/multi-

dimensionality

,

but will also position me to defend the value and

meaning of the lives
I

I

have explored.

began this study by choosing a set of interpretivist methodologies

centered in a belief that the particular and the personal had much to
tell us about how individuals come to be who and what they are.

But

this project was also centered in a desire to produce knowledge of a

universal 1 nature.
is

liberatory.

I

And,

want to believe that there can be a practice that
I

want to find meaning in these texts that help us

understand more deeply how to engage in such practice.
But at this point of meaning making,

middle of
continuum,

epistemological continuum.

a
I

I

If

find myself trapped in the
I

step to one side of this

find that in order to engage in theorizing

understanding in structures of existing knowledge and

I

concepts of linearity, causality, proof and predictions.

must ground my

I

must rely on
I

am asked to

predict, or consolidate some pre-existing knowledge grounded in the

When I use the word universal in connection with the word knowledge,
I mean knowledge that has meaning and relevance outside of the immediate
context in with it was produced. I do not imply knowledge that is
universalizing
1
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theories and knowledge of those who have come before
me and whose words

have been cited in other texts.

Beyond these constraints,

I

find that my meaning making is not a

linear phenomenon. The way in which

I

have been able to make sense of

this data has not been a linear "therefore" logic,

moving from a

literature review to the data, linearly situating that data for or
against existing knowledge.

I

cannot summarize what "we" can now know

more certainly or discount with more certainty, sweeping aside that

which fits neither category for further research. My meaning making was
more like a gestalt

-

a

coming together of parts and pieces of parts,

with other parts being lost to my gaze and swept out of consciousness
while others take the stage and play with each other.
If I step to the other side of this continuum,

of the deconstructionist and the postmodernist.

I

I

find the criticisms

take seriously their

warnings that all discourse holds the potential to be totalizing; an act
of hegemony.

I

agree with them that concepts of rationality and logic,

and therefore cause, are historical constructions. But

I,

like others,

have made meaning, and the only way to share that meaning is to reduce
it to words.

And to think too much in terms of reductionism discounts

and discredits the talents and knowledge that the reader brings to my
text.

Besides,

in this acausal, multi -causal

,

postmodern world of

nexuses, networks, conjunctions and complementarities, reductionism is

sometimes less of a problem than finding the words that say what you

want them to mean.
In trying to frame my meaning,
a

I

will borrow loosely and widely from

variety of theoretical constructs but

ideas. Nor will

I

I

will not seek to ground my

seek to synthesize them into
227

a

coherent whole. Instead

I

will discuss pieces, fragments and short compositions
of ideas

focusing as often as
complementarities.

can on the conjunctions, nexuses and

I

will work hard to make my words say what

I

I

mean

I

will also use the works and words of others, not so much to ground my
thoughts in a historical constructed knowledge base, but in order to

explain and elaborate

2
.

This final chapter will therefore result in a

change in "voice."
I

set out to study how individuals become actively committed to

radical social change. In order to do so,

I

constructed a set of

criteria that focused my attention essentially on individuals who have
careers as social activists. Though all the while, what

I

was interested

in was how these individuals "came to know" and understand the world as

they do.

I

thought of this mode of consciousness in several senses.

Either their world view corresponded, i.e., was liken to Freire's notion
of critical consciousness, or they had gone through what Berger and

Luckmann would call
I

a

now believe that

dereification of consciousness or both.
I

was studying two related/connected (but not

necessarily so) phenomena. The first phenomenon had to do with the fact
that these individuals were known as social activists and the way they

gained their livelihoods was directly related to their activism.

The

second phenomenon was that they had come to know from a critical or

dereified (at least partially) perspective. More specifically, they
sought a social order based on more freedom and more equitable

relationships among people. They did not wish to bring such

a

2
The use of other's words, particularly in the form of secondary
The use of this
quotes are for the purpose of elaboration and explanation.
to prove what i
part
my
on
attempt
an
as
interpreted
technique should not be
theory.
or
am saying by grounding my work in other's scholarship
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relationship about by force, or, its correlate,
control, but by the

empowerment and participation of those they worked
with and for. There
is

another way to frame this that will be important to
this dialogue

-

They were engaged in continuing the ontological ideals of
the
Enlightenment.

I

will therefore develop an analytical dialogue around

two rather than one phenomenon.

I

will use a postmodern voice in which

to do this and the analytical dialogue will be framed (at least in
part)
as if it were already aware of the critiques that might arise out of a

postmodern perspective.

Why the Postmodern?
The classic concepts of causality do not operate and/or explain

anything at the level of atoms, photons, electrons, etc., e.g., the
basic building blocks of life and the universe. Quantum physics offered
us this knowledge more than two decades ago. Now we are told through the

new theory of Chaos that the classic concepts of causality do not
operate and/or explain anything outside the simplest of biological,
mechanical, or energy related systems. In complex, dynamic systems, the

only thing that is constant are patterns; the only thing that is real

is

what is potentially real. Postmodernism tells us the same thing about
the social world.

In addition, postmodernism offers a voice not easily found in other

sites of knowledge production: the voice of uncertainty, the voice of

multiplicity, a voice rooted in complexity, the non- linear/multi causal
-

and the unfinished, a voice at the "intersection of knowledge, power and
ethics... neither 'for' nor 'against'

the Enlightenment [but] against

that which presents itself as finished and authoritarian, and for that
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which is

'indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous

subjects'

-

a permanent critique of ourselves,

'always in the position

of beginning again" (Foucault, cited in Lather 1991, p.

38).

Not only are the critiques and questions of a critical practice

which postmodernism raises worthy of and in need of reflection, it has
given us a new form of discourse based in new metaphors and new textual

practices which rely on quotes, parentheses, dashes, secondary quotes
and other unconventional textual forms. Through which it often (if not
always) finds ways to invite the reader into the meaning making process

by evoking rather than imposing meaning.
The postmodern can also be a dangerous voice, paralyzing agency and

discrediting, rather than making emancipatory, the role of consciousness

and subjectivity. But to paraphrase Foucault, just because something
dangerous, doesn't mean its bad.

3

is

Postmodern thought is a ground from

which a critical theory can critique its own historical project rather
than simply criticizing what already is rooted in a system of domination
and oppression. If in the process of reflecting on our aims toward an

emancipatory project, we

can respond to the critique of "will to power"

rooted in universalizing or reconstructing the subjects in our own
image,

then our drive to change and make different can be on surer

ground. And,

if done carefully,

there is much that can be appropriated

from postmodern thought that expands and strengthens critical theories

bad, but that
Foucault said - "My point is not that everything is
231).
everything is dangerous..." (1983, p.
3
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to assure that it is something other than that
which presents itself as

the answer to "the other's" problems.

Theory (s) Or Point(s) in Praxis?
As

I

say above,

I

have make meaning. And

I

want to say that

I

know

or at least can imagine certain probabilities as a result of the
efforts
I

have undertaken.

I

want to turn those imaginings into some kind of

praxis oriented knowledge that addresses the potential for emancipation.
This does not mean that

I

will be engaged in theory building so much as

share with you point(s) in praxis.
The word "theory" has both a common and a specialized meaning. In
the common sense of the word, we all have theories. We all construct

reasons and explanations for why things are like they are. We also use
such understandings as points from which to make decisions about how we

will act on the world. Some of our theories are firmly fixed; based on

values and beliefs that we take for granted. Often our theories change
as a result of experience or the influence of other theories that we are

exposed to through our interactions with others or through reading.
In its more specialized meaning,

theory refers to a systematized set

of apparent relationships and underlying principles which, at least to
some extent, have been verified and which have predictive potential.

Theory "implies considerable evidence in support of

a

formulated general

principle explaining the operation of certain phenomena"

World Dictionary

.

1980,

2nd ed.).

As such,

(

Webster

'

s

New

it is not a common every day

owe the heart of this discussion about postmodernism to my reading
With/In
of Patti Lather (1991) Getting Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy
Routledge.
York:
New
the Postmodern.
4

I
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activity, but a highly specialized one carried out
by scientists and

philosophers

.

Praxis, on the other hand,

by which men [sic] in society

"denot[es] the total process and activity
(

as Subject s')

act upon and change the

world as their object" (Weimann, cited in Makaryk, 1993,
Furthermore, as

I

615).

p.

choose to use the word, praxis denotes an interactive

relationship between either/both of the definitions of theory discussed
above and practice

-

The how of acting on the world.

The human being is a person who signifies - gives and derives
meaning to and from the "things" of the world. In other words the
"things" of the world are meaningfully experienced, and on that
basis these "things" are then approached and dealt with.
... theory enlightens practice. Practice (or life) always come
first and theory comes later as a result of reflection. (Van
Manen, 1990. p. 14)

The integrity of praxis does not depend on itself by means of
theory,... but theory does depend on itself by means of praxis.
[And], ...In and of itself, theory does not control praxis, the
theory... comes later. Theory can only make room for itself once
praxis has settled.
Yet theory (or meaning making) has prepared
our bodies or beings to act. (Schleiermacheras cited in Van
Manen, 1990, p. 15)
.

.

,

It is from this understanding of praxis that

I

speak of wishing to

share point(s) in my own personal process of praxis rather than theory.
I

will not depart from theory completely, however, as praxis cannot

exist without theorizing. When

I

do use theory,

thoughts in that particular theory. Instead,

I

it is not to embed my

will use a

"

theory - full

approach, appropriating certain ideas and concepts gleaned from a

variety of theories as
doing so,

I

a

way to ground and systematize my ideas. In

may often modify the theoretical constructs

appropriated.

Hopefully,

I

I

have

can do this through a discourse that will

touch from time to time on the readers' own point(s) of praxis. As
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I

do

so,

I

hope that the reader will bear with me while

I

try to organize and

frame "the contingent, messy, boundless, infinitely
particular and

endlessly still to be explained" (Murdock, quoted in Spanos
Lather

,

1991

,

p

.

,

cited in

6)

coming—an Act ivis t The Coniunctions of Consciousness and Opportunity,
Being Noticed and Decision Making
In no instance was radicalization sudden or dramatic; in every
case, the process was gradual, unself - conscious
"natural," and
at the time largely unexamined. None of these young men and women
deliberately set out to become radicals; rather, they came to
realize, as a result of their activities, that they were
,

radicals
Keniston (1968)

My friend did not need thought or theory to "rationalize' the
experience - the synchronistic series of events itself was
clearly significant enough.
Bolen (1979)

Why [do] we Westerners have so much trouble with the concept
it's the way our minds work.

-

Bolen (1979)

If we situate ourself in the literature on social activists,

radicalism can be understood from

a

variety of perspectives, including

but not limited to the neurotic and the noble. However, only one body of
this literature addresses how individuals actually come to have careers
as activists or come to belong to an organization that "acts" on

particular interests associated with social activism. That
of resource mobilization (see Cable, 1988).

is

the field

Resource mobilization does

not discount commitment, values and psychological types, but it gives a
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great deal of significance to recruitment and networking
practices

-

Who

one knows and associates which seems to be of critical
importance not

only to how one becomes committed but also to how one stays
involved.

These individuals were in a sense recruited or they were in a

network that allowed for opportunities to become involved. But their own

meaning making does not give recruitment and networks any great
significance, and certainly does not give it any explanatory power.

Networking and recruitment, in

a sense,

stand as taken for granted, in

that they are in the background of meaning making.

What is foregrounded

as important may require networks and connections; what happened is not

that simple. What arises as significant has deeper and quite different

explanatory properties.
is

synchronicity

-

I

have identified three such concepts. The first

A word or descriptor, that for reasons that will

become clearer as this discussion proceeds,

I

chose to describe the

incidents in participants' lives of which the essential structure seemed
to be coincidental, but nevertheless were critical to their careers as

activists. The second and third concepts are "being picked or noticed,"
and the interplay of conscious or deliberate decision making with

unconscious or causal decision making. Both of the latter descriptors
were derived directly from the participants' own discourse.

Synchronicity is a term coined by the psychologist and philosopher
Carl Jung which he and others have used to explain acausal or non-causal

phenomena. Jung goes to great lengths to separate the concept of

synchronicity from that of synchronism.
chose [the term synchronicity] because the simultaneous
occurrence of two meaningfully but not causally connected events
seemed to me as essential criterion. I am therefore using the
general concept of synchronicity in the specific sense of a
coincidence in time of two or more causally unrelated events
I
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which have the same or a similar meaning, in contrast
to
synchronism which simply means the simultaneous occurrence
of
two events. (Jung, 1966, p. 441)

Synchronicity refers to events which have no causal connection,
yet
are both meaningful and creative, or generative in relationship
to each

other. They cannot be accounted for on the basis of chance for they

occur too often and in too many forms to be chance occurrences

.

They

are creative or generative in that things would not be as they are had

these things not co-occurred though neither of these elements in anyway

caused the other.
The two elements that interact are comprised of a physical element

and a psychic element. It is being in the right place at the right time

with no concrete understanding or consciousness of what it means to be
in that place at that time.

At the same time it implies that the

unconscious mind knows and sees more than the conscious mind, and at
some level recognizes the generative nature of the circumstances.

Consciousness and matter, the objective and subjective, are entangled in

meaningful and creative relationships but neither causes the other.

Synchronicity is not just a product of objective or physical reality
-

it requires a subject.

It is a meaningful coincidence in the presence

of a meaning making organism. Jung hypothesized that this meaning making

arises at a much deeper level that the conscious mind. That the meaning

may in fact be derived at the unconscious level or even in what Jung

called the collective or archetypal conscious.

But even so,

meaning is extracted not where it had to be, e.g.

,

that

was caused to be, but

from where there was only potential.
For the individuals in this study,

I

identified certain

coincidental, non-causal conjunctions that, in fact, were not only
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meaningful but critical incidents that shaped the whole
structure and
purpose of their lives. The mutually exclusive properties
of

consciousness and concrete circumstance interacted to create the
opportunities they had to lead lives as activists.
The way that other people played enabling roles for these

individuals is also a kind of coincidence. Sometimes these individuals
were consciously chosen as mentors who offered direct guidance and
access to career opportunities. Most often their influence was far more
subtle and indirect. Their enabling acts, which participants describe as

"being noticed" or "picked," were simple acts with profound
significance: A teacher noticed them and reached out to them, changing
the course of their lives;
them,

a counselor,

seeing something special in

suggested that they go to a summer program for youth which opened

their minds to new and deeper understandings, eventually leading to

commitments from which they never turned back.
In Chaos Theory these kinds of occurrences are known as the

"Butterfly Effect." In complex systems, an inappreciable input can have

extraordinary effects. This gives rise to the metaphor that

a

butterfly

flapping its wings in Tokyo can change the weather patterns in New York
(Gleick,
And,

1988).

there is yet another layer of conjunction here. The interaction

between active choice and going with the flow, expands the generative
nature of these coincidences. We see little of a self determined
individual charting a path to a chosen profession. There

is

something

more akin to cooperation, a following along enabled by instances of
discrete, conscious decision making and "a curious blend of the

voluntary and the involuntary

-

choice and surrender" (Ferguson, 1980,
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p.

108). Jung might recognize an archetype
in this process and claim

that it evokes images of the hero's journey.

There are two lines of thought that are evoked
for me and that seem

pertinent to this discussion.

One is sobering,

the other is cause for

hope: These kinds of explanations certainly give
credence to a

postmodern deconstruction of

a centered,

independent, and self - directed

subject. Even those subjects who are larger than life

-

our heros and

heroines. The modern re - construction of the hero insists that
he

is a

self made man 5 who overcomes the forces of objective reality
though his

determination and his right action. What this re -construction says, even
more loudly, through the unspoken, is that if we fall short of this
image it is our own [not] doing.

Even the naming and claiming process, e.g., the subject constructing

discourse of the radical left, often has just such a quality. At its
worst,

it is the self-righteous,

authoritarian voice of political

correctness, or the radical hero portrayed by Neumann (1988) as

a self-

obsessed man trying to prove a superiority that sets him apart from
lesser men. In a softer vein, it runs through and affects our theory

making and the pedagogy of our critical classrooms.
The lives of these individuals should make us reconsider any idea

that careers or vocations dedicated to social justice are always/simply
a

matter of right understanding and righteous choice. These individuals

did not cause themselves to become social activists through deliberate

calculated action, nor simple thorough reasoned moral decisions or the

clarity of political understanding. More often than not, time and place

Man and the masculine pronouns/nouns are again used in a literal
sense. Our culture most often constructs hero.
5

.
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and opportunity exercised their own influences on right understanding
and righteous choice.
If a postmodern perspective has taught us anything,

it is that the

old divisions and categories of what is left and what is right no longer
hold. Each context and each issue requires its own analysis.

What is

needed are new categories and new concepts for knowing where and with

whom to stand. Otherwise we risk alienating and excluding those who in
some yet unknown, unpredictable way would be our allies, or relying on

those who are already our enemies
The second line of thought that this evokes for me is that if we

must be shaped by discourses into subjects, then the best that we can
hope for

is. .to

choose freely how we would be inscribed. If we can not

chose freely, then we can hope that synchronicity will provide us with
some models that are more worthy than others.

Just as a dominant regime

of truth implies the existence of competing regimes, being produced and

reproduced as subjects implies an original

-

a model.

This leads to the

question: How and in what ways can we learn from these individuals'
lives if we consider them models?

Because they came to be, not because

they were destined to be, can they serve as new archetypes of the hero

and the heroine, therefore, recrystallizing and reconstituting our

historical situation as

a

whole?

Can they be effective factors, that

help us create new situations that exist and operate across time
(Progoff,

1973, p.

161)?

It is my hypothesis that they can.

The rest of this discussion will,

degrees, address
in various non-linear ways and to various unfinished

this question.
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Coming; to Know:

A Transactional Per spective

The same thing really drew all of us: the notion that
you could
have determinism but not really,
The idea that all these
classical deterministic systems we'd learned about could generate
randomness.
On a philosophical level, it struck me as an
operational way to define free will, in a way that allowed you to
reconcile free will with determinism. The system is
deterministic, but you can't say what it's going to do next.
.

.

.

.

.

Gleick (1987)

How can mutually exclusive wave -like and particle like behaviors
both be properties of one and the same light? The are not
properties of light. They are properties of our interaction with
-

light.

Zukav (1980)

To say that these individuals and the phenomena under study involves

"coming to know" implies an assumption. It is different than saying
"came to know" or "knew." This assumption has been born out,

in part,

through the gradual, synchronistic development of their careers as
activists. All of which signifies two things: The first has already been

referred to in that synchronicity implies an acausal interaction of
objective and subject reality. The second thing this tells us is that we
are not dealing with a conversion experience, an experience in which an

individual suddenly and dramatically adapts

a

perspective that is

radically different from one he or she previously held. Therefore, we
are looking at a developmental process.
To speak of a developmental model in a postmodern voice will require

some elaboration of meaning akin to the Humpty Dumpty's effort to

determine who is master. Nevertheless,

development in this context and how

I

I

will define what

mean by

mean it differently than implying

that it is either inevitable or evolutionary.
239

I

This phenomenon of "coming to know" was developmental in that it was

unfolding.

Development does, however, in addition to unfolding, imply

process of building onto. It is difficult to envision

a

a

situation in

which attaining or having certain skills is not necessary to

accomplishing certain tasks. Having good eye-hand coordination, balance
and stamina, as well as knowing the rules, are necessary to playing a

decent game of tennis. Regardless of the degree or level of these things

which one starts with, one gets better or one "develops" one's game of
tennis as these skills improve.
We also know that, outside of a few anomalies, a

7

year old has

a

more flexible and "socially" developed concept of fairness or authority

than a 4 year old, and so on, with 14 year olds and 21 years olds. It

is

also hard to imagine that we could send a rocketship to the moon before
we had learned the rules of aerodynamics and experimented with flying

airplanes
To accept these examples as the operation of a developmental process
is not the same as adhering to developmentalism.

Developmentalism

implies that every individual, culture, theory, etc. must go through a

predetermined

,

step-by-step process in order to achieve a state that

is

then considered more developed or advanced. But even developmentalism

concedes that its premises only hold true when looking at aggregates.

When looking at particular cases there are always "the exceptions.
fact,

In

precede
such individuals seem to start from a different place and

model.
to higher stages in ways that do not fit a

They are examples of

and unpredictable terms.
a deterministic system acting in unknown

biological terms such individuals are mutations.
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In the

What happens to a mutation and what

is

considered "developed" or

"advanced" depends on the canons of evolution. To suggest
that there is

such a thing as evolution is not the same thing as declaring
that there
are laws governing the advancement of the species through
principles

such as the survival of the fittest.

For what constitutes fitness, and

what has strategic survival benefits,

is a

process of both a specific

"in the moment" valuing process and a complex, multi-causal historical

processes wrapped up in competing "regimes of truth."
A specific "in the moment" valuing process consists of certain
individuals and groups of people naming specific forms, processes and

constellations of social reality as valuable, and as having strategic
survival benefits based on their own vision of the future. A vision

based on their own spoken or unspoken values. However, this "moment in
time" naming does not determine how power/knowledge systems and other

historical process will play out evolutionary worth.
names,
game

But, because it

it opens up new potentialities and changes the dynamics of the

.

An impressive array of theories and research (read

-

naming and

therefore giving potential to) have identified parallel concepts as

being not only necessary to the development of the human species, but to
our survival.

In the field of human development, Kohlberg (1969)

identifies the ability to make moral decisions on the basis of an

internalized authority grounded in universal principles of justice, the
dignity of each individual and the equality of human rights as the

higher stage of human moral development. Maslow (1954) identified the
ability to reason from

a

complex multi-dimensional framework based on an

autonomous code of ethics together with
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a

deep sense of responsibility

as critical correlates of the highest stages of
self-actualization. And,

Kegan (1982) in his work The Evolving Self identifies the key to
personal transformation as the ability to dis-embed one's self from
one's present state of perception and meaning making.

Gilligan (1982) and Belenky, et al

.

(1986), while taking exception

to some of the universalism implied in some of these theories,

did not

come to dissimilar conclusions. They also identified complex,

contextual, connected ways of knowing rooted in the self as authority as
the highest form of moral and intellectual meaning making.
If we turn to philosophers of knowledge and consciousness,

there are

just as many examples of parallel or analogous ideas. Ornstein (1977) in
The Psychology of Consciousness postulates that ordinary consciousness
is

conservative and remains within the bounds of what already

is.

New,

more developed modes of consciousness are defined this way because they

can move outside of or go beyond existing bounds into new meanings and

perceptions of reality.

Bruteau (1979) describes consciousness as the

"Psychic Grid" that locks us in to the world as we know it and places
the hope of change and development on our ability to break through the

bars we have constructed for ourself. And, Jaynes (1990) traces the

history of human consciousness from one dependent on the external voice
of gods to one dependent on the external authority of the church and the

state. He also believes that our salvation depends on our ability to

develop a consciousness which can rely on itself for authority.
To augment these hypothesizes, there is Kant's idea of the

"Enlightenment as the moment when humanity is going to put its own
(cited in
reason to use, without subjecting itself to any authority..."

Foucault,

knowledge"
1984 p.38). There is Polanyi's concept of "personal
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the passionate participation of the knower in the act of knowing"

as

(1958, p. viii).

And there is Freire's concept of critical

consciousness; Habermas's concept of a speech community free from
ideology; Gadamer's concept of risking and testing our prejudices.
I

want to suggest (to evoke, not prove) that from a hermeneutical

practice it is possible to read these ideas as the

horizons

,", the

"fusion of

same "moment in time" naming of the same values. In spite

of the fact that these theories may be in disagreement or even in

competition with each other over specifics, they form an amazing harmony
in their overall message. The development of consciousness rests on a

specific set of complementarities

.

&.&.

They are: The ability to break out

of externalized authority and use self as a basis for one's moral

conduct; and the ability to transcend the imprinting and socializing

aspects of reality as it is already given (e.g., to realize that reality
is

constructed and therefore re-constructable)

.

Furthermore, each of

these theories in their own way claims that the creative energy from

which this process takes place is found in that which

is

already present

and given within consciousness and within the reality constructed

believe it to be the same kind of

with/in that consciousness.

I

disembedded consciousness

a consciousness relying on itself and its

-

moral convictions rather than authority

-

that we find in the

individuals in this study.

Having said this, however,

I

have said nothing about how the

conjunction of forces that construct history will "play’

the

cannot be told.
evolutionary value of these ideas. That is a story that
It can only be imagined.
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Multi-Causal Complexities and Nexuses: A Likely Story

Philosophically speaking, the essence of the postmodern argument
is that
the dualisms which continue to dominate Western thought
are inadequate
for understanding a world of multiple causes and effects
interacting in
complex and non-linear ways, all of which are rooted in a limitless
array of historical and cultural specificities.
Patti Lather (1991)

In the heavens of India there is a jewel so constructed that each pearl
is reflected in each and every other pearl.

A Hindu Verse

In Keniston's (1968) study of young radicals he found that
rule,

"[a]s a

formal, elaborated and dogmatic ideological considerations were

seldom discussed... they rarely formed a major part of the radical's

presentation of himself to me" (p.28). But, what did emerge was "a
strong,

if often largely implicit belief in a set of basic moral

principles: Justice, decency, equality, responsibility, non-violence,
and fairness" (Keniston, 1968, p.28). The radical commitment rests on a
set of basic moral principles and instincts more than on any formal and

elaborated philosophy

(p.

36).

In this study as well, both in what they said and what they did not
say,

6
these individuals exhibited a disembeddedness in their sense

making and their thought processes.

Meaning making seemed always

situational and connected, drawn out of an analysis of their own
experience and spun around the web of their values. They had both

internalized their moral decision-making processes and disembedded

from Kegan
In using the term disembeddedness, I am appropriating it
to trying
opposed
as
Piaget)
example
(for
used
it
have
who
(1982) and others
to grounded my discussion in their theories.
6
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Chemselves from formalized, already constructed, systems of
knowledge. A

relationship that

I

propose is transactional in origin (Dewey and

Bentley, originally published in 1949, cited in Gillespie, 1992,

p.

95).

Meaning that it is a relationship that involves both the "knower" and
the "context"

in a situation that cannot be understood from either

standpoint, but must be grasp as a whole

-

in the exchange itself.

Operating from the self and it's value system as authority, one
perceives the world to be constructed. Receiving the world as
constructed, one internalizes authority on the bases of ones own value
system. The process we see, e.g.,

internalized authority or

disembeddedness from social construction will, like the particles and
waves of light, depend on where we look. In the research on social
activism, as well as in the present study,

the concept of values as a

constituting theme is overwhelmingly consistent.

I

will therefore start

this inspection from the standpoint of values.

The way we receive the world determines how we perceive the world

argues Faber (1981) in Culture and Consciousness

.

Whatever alters our

ability to receive the world will alter our ability to perceive the
world. One of the nexuses through which these individuals receive the

world is their values system. Elsewhere

I

have argued that these

individuals were not socialized into their values system, because they

acted on these values in new and unique ways. But these values
themselves are neither new nor unique to humankind. These values as

metaphors and archetypes are present in human culture and human history.
This is why

I

suggest that these individuals "got" their values from

different
their environment and that getting one's values is something
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than being socialized into one's values, as socializing
carry in its

meaning the imprinting of authority.
These values were

"always already" presented to them in

metaphorical and archetypal form as part of the human experience.
As
such, both their past and potential significance were available.
These

individuals almost seem to become fixed or embedded in
potential, rather than a socialized,

a

literal or

interpretation of these values.

This would explain their feeling that these values in some way had
always been with them.
Like Umberto Eco (1989),

I

believe that it is often easy to wonder

if enigmas are harmless and the world is made terrible by our attempt to

interpret them "as though [they] had an underlying truth" (p.95).
Nevertheless,

I

can offer a variety of explanations for why this new

"getting" of potential or literal meaning may have occurred.
We can accept the Darwinian theory of randomness combined with

natural selection that "would impart adaptive direction to the

accumulation of changes" (Bateson cited in Faber, 1981,

could agree that "heredity should be compared
memory.

.

.

[And]

-

p.

246).

even identified

Or,
-

we

with

proceed from this premise to argue that the processes of

evolutionary change, and especially adaptation, should be regarded as
the achievements of a deep cunning in the ongoing flow of life, not as

fortuitous bonuses conferred by luck" (Faber, 1981,
Jung, as well as Bateson and Faber,

metaphors play an

a

p.

246).

suggested that symbols and

priori role in our meaning making. And the role of

symbols in this explanation does not conflict with a postmodern analysis
that language has replaced consciousness (Foucault, 1970; Postman, 1989)
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as the determining principle of human experience and that all language
is metaphorical.

The concept of an "ongoing cunning of life," however, would clearly

be offensive to a postmodernist. So

I

find nothing wrong with an

explanation that refers to the undetermined, unpredictable dynamics of

a

multi-causal complex world. We would then consider such an occurrence as
a potential- ity that has manifest itself.

And as such

I

would agree that

what caused this "getting" of values and the subsequent acting "out of"
those values will matter little in whatever ontological cause that they

may or may not serve. What matters, is that new forms have been manifest
and given potential.

What does the other side of this transactional relationship

perceiving end
about.

-

look like?

-

the

There are a number of patterns that we know

In either small or more significant ways these individuals felt

different. Keniston (1968) also found that:

"[ajnother theme in the [my] interviews was the sense of
specialness that in some way characterized their childhoods. The
sources of the feeling of being different or unusual varied, but
the resulting self -characterization continues to be important
throughout their later development.

What is the significance of this feeling different?

For these

individuals this feeling different does not seem to be like that of

being a black sheep. These descriptions sound more like psychological
water, thus
rather than physical states, "like unto" being a fish out of
for granted.
not being able to take their context or their perceptions

Instead,

clear to them how
in many ways their everyday perceiving makes

they did not fit into that
the world was constructed in such a way that

cognitive dissonance that
construction. This in itself is a situation of
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according to Festinger (1957) would demand shutting down the meaning

making process, rejecting self or questioning reality.
Most people never realize that reality

is an issue

reality is never challenged (Ornstein, 1977,

42).

p.

because their
Each of these

individuals, however, tell stories and make metaphors out of multiple

experiences of cognitive dissonance. This

is an

experience which not

only opens the door to the insight that reality is other than what one
has been told it is, but also to a state of tension or discomfort which
these individuals tried to reduce by adding consonant cognition, a re-

structuring of the receiving/perceiving processes. The making of that
consonant cognition seems in some transactional way rooted in their ever

present/already with them values.
I

do not know what we might make of the level of intellectual

ability exhibited by these individuals, except to say that we have
evidence that they were intelligent enough to reason beyond a formal
stage. This means that they had the mental tools of abstraction and

conceptualization
Finally, they were able to find intellectual concepts and ideas (and
one could read a communities of believers) who helped them

operationalize their meaning making. This process, however, was not
process of learning how to be and think as

a radical,

a

as socialization

theory would allow. It was more of a coming home. A sense of finding out

you are not alone in your meaning making

-

you are not crazy. It

on
situated this mode of meaning making as something that could be held
to and used throughout the individual's life,

privilege not granted to all.
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a

critical component and a

At this point

I

think it important to say something about what

not mean by the above discussion.

I

I

do

do not mean that the particular

constellation of patterns discussed above

is

the only one that might act

transactionally with/in consciousness to produce the same or similar
ways of knowing.

Nor do

I

mean to re-affirm the humanist view of

the subject as an autonomous individual capable of full
consciousness and endowed with a stable "self" constituted by a
set of static characteristics such as sex, class, race, sexual
orientation.
[The] subject [that] has been at the heart of the
enlightenment project of progress via education, reflexive
rationality and human agency. (Bowers and Peller, cited in
Lather, 1991, p. 5)
I

am only discussing one essence of their multi-sited, multi -constructed

lives. This leads my feminist constructed self to raise her head and ask
-

So what?

How did things like full consciousness, stability,

autonomous human agency and rationality get so tied together in the
first place?

This is a rhetorical question, for

I

know the answer.

Individuals centered (whole or not) in

a

certain sex, class, race, and

place in history constructed them so.

I

am only looking for the spaces

and cracks, the current and eddies, the wind drafts, and the flapping of

butterfly wings that make escape possible, and therefore open up new
potentialities
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Of Values, Truths and Constructed Subjects

To become more reasonable means to transform into ends things
which previously were not ends. A man[sic] becomes more
reasonable just insofar as he brings within the scope of his will
some datum of experience which previously confronted him as
independent of his will.
R.

R.

Wolff (1968)

Mandelborot saw a seemingly smooth boundary resolve itself into
chain of spirals like the tails of seahorses. The irrational
fertilized the rational.

a

Gleick (1987)

Why has the Enlightenment and it philosophical companions, humanism
and positivism, which started out with so much potential for good,

become so dangerous?

Why has a historical project dedicated to freedom

and equality through reason now been seen by so many as a nightmare

instead of a dream. Volumes have been written on this subject from
critical, postmodern and "other's" perspectives.

I

will evoke a few of

their arguments to set the framework for what follows.
there is the damage wrought by the duality of mind and body

First,

that dared

-

mistakenly

-

to believe that knowledge could be pure,

and

that to be true would be free of prejudices. Then there was the

instrumental nature that rationality took by way of positivism, which

believed that to be true meant to be able to predict and control, which,
in turn,

did predict and control and so now seeks to totalize. Add to

this the historical conditions under which these ideas ascended,
(whole or
conditions which allowed one group of individuals, centered

not)

in their own race,

sex,

class and culture,

and criteria by which knowledge would be judged
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to situate the standards
-

"in their own image.

more accurately, it allowed them to center those
criteria within

Or,

a

se ^f' us tifying circle that other knowledges could
not enter except

through the door of relativism.
The interesting thing about all this criticism

-

even that of the

postmodernist who deconstructs every premise, assumption and
the Enlightenment

logic

-

is that it is done

in hope of saving the

My own partial, unfinished, unfolding answer to this is twofold.

dream.
First,

s

a priori of

I

want to question some of the unsaid, therefore implied,

assumptions held in the critiques of the postmodern. So what if there
are no subjects who operate "as autonomous individuals" capable of "free

consciousness" or a "stable self?"

How does that imply that reflective

rationality and human agency must be abandoned? In what way does the
acceptance of a multi-sited, multi-constructed subject mean that we must
forsake the goals of enlightenment?

Surely the connection between enlightenment and a centered, fully
conscious, rational subject is an historically constructed causal

relationship. Why do the proclamations that we are subjects which have

been "de-centered,

"

"

re - fashioned as a site of disarray," and

"inscribed by multiple contestatory discourses" sound so pessimistic.
And,

the deconstruction of a truth situated in an objective reality

sounds so much like a cry of anguish. At some point, pessimism in the
face of indeterminism must be recognized as a new determinism that

leaves the same guard at the gate.

The others of the world have always

called reason and knowing by different names: intuition, love,
hospitality, hope, community, harmony. And the conjunction of

power/knowledge relationships has never negated the chance that
of freedom
individuals and groups will believe in and/also chose values
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and equality over others that are presented to them.

That is precisely

what happened to these activists.
Second, as Lather (1991) did,

wish to ask whether the

I

Enlightenment's project of human emancipation via reason must be
abandoned or can it be re-visioned. If

I

completely abandon

a

search for

truth and situate my search for enlightenment at another place in the

circle of knowing, does that mean

I

will end up in the same game

"played" by different rules? Or will the game its self be changed?
If we have learned that there is no truth (outside of

power/knowledge systems)

,

if we now understand that there is no escape

from our prejudices; nothing that can be known outside of this

interaction of the subjective and the objective; that all knowledge
value laden, why must this be a enigma?

is

Why not turn this very truth

and this very knowledge on its head and start at the point of no escape.
If there is no escape from values wouldn't the "rational" thing be
to embrace values and situate the historical struggle to name reality on

their ground? To act out of our values openly and consciously is "how

people accept being irreversibly involved in a decision" (Fourez, 1982,
p.

85).

This is exactly what

I

think we can learn from the lives of

these individuals.

Moving deeper,

I

believe that there are many, many more of us who

of the same
have "come to know" the world in the same way for many

making and our
reasons. And that all those reasons center our meaning
can and
consciousness in values. The reason that these individuals

heroine is that they
should serve as new archetypes of the hero and the
are more like,

society,

than unlike, us.

If they have had a special role in our

men and women outside of
it is not because they are self made
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the forces of acausal and multi-causal history,
but because they are

rooted in those forces.

Freedom and Equality as Strange Attractors
It is necessary;
G.

therefore,
A.

it is possible.

Borghese

This soul can only be a conspiracy of individuals.

Pierre Teilhard De Chardin

An attractor is a place

-

a point

-

in space/time.

Actually they are

the coordinates on a graph representing the intersection of space and
time. Most attractors are fixed points. They represent the point or

points around which forces are pulled and therefore patterns of activity
are formed. The more attractors,

the more complicated the patterns.

But

these patterns are still replicas of the identical things recreating

themselves over and over. As such they are predictable. They are also

controllable in that any given pattern can be produced by establishing
its prior conditions in space and time.

A "strange attractor" is a point in space time that is not fixed and

which allows for the production of paths that from a distance look like
a pattern,

but which, upon close inspection, turn out to be composed of

infinite variations. Furthermore, the path that is taken at any moment
in time or space can be neither predicted nor controlled. One of the

implications of a strange attractor is that the infinite can be

contained within the finite (Gleick, 1987, pp

.

137-139).

Truths are like ordinary attractors. With/in a truth there are few
degrees of freedom, little choice, and an innate drive to totalize.
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With/in

truth there can be no real distinctions between reason
and

a

that truth.

I

want to suggest that this is not always the case with all

values, and to play with the idea that the values of freedom and

equality act like

a strange

meaning making faculties.

I

attractors with/in our consciousness or
want to consider the idea that they allow a

finite, closed universe to produce infinite and therefore untotalizing

variations
This is possible because the two values are at once dependent on

each other for their actualization at the same time that they are

constantly in opposition to each other. From a collective standpoint,
they are dependent on each other. For everyone to be free, everyone must
be equal. From an individual standpoint, they are in opposition to each
other;

one person's freedom may threaten another's freedom, making

for,

equal access to freedom the source of that threat. This relationship

produces a decision making nexus that is infinitely contextual and

varied and that can never rest on authority, a point that can never
return to truth but that must always be open to praxis.
To further elaborate on the metaphors of freedom and equality,

need to place them in

a

historical moment

-

I

A historical moment in which

our consciousnesses are with/in a world constructed on the principles of

domination and control and a technological cultural seeming dedicated
a

process of totalizing and inscribing human kind as subjects. It

time when
(Fourez,

"

[

d]

to

is a

omination lies at the heart of the human condition"

1982, p.

100),

leaving those who are oppressed unfree, with no

hope of equal opportunity. But as Freire and others have argued, it also
of
leaves the oppressors controlled and totalized by the very process

and
maintaining their privilege. Therefore, these metaphors of freedom
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equality must not be considered as something we can access simply
because we chose to. They are, instead, things which must be fought for
in a struggle toward liberation.

Related to and aggravating this situation (but not necessarily being
caused by it)

,

is a

phenomenon that is the direct opposite of the one

involved in this study. The existence of countless individuals trying to
escape what they see as the terror of internalized authority and the

responsibility of naming the world. These are individuals who do not

want to question the meaning of their existence but who want to be told
what truth is and totalized by

it.

But there is no question of whether this war will be fought. The

question is on what battlefields and to whose strategic advantage. If
freedom, and equality win the battle for the shape of our consciousness,

they will exclude the universe of religious or revealed truth; the

universe of accumulation and domination and of competition and the
survival of the fittest. More than likely, they will also exclude the

universe of the control over nature for man's benefit. But within the
finite universe that is created, we find the points from which an

infinite variety of patterns can be accommodated and a consciousness
that can live without certainty or truth.
They
Furthermore, these values do not exclude all other universes.
of love,
do not exclude a universe constructed from concepts

friendship

or Freire (1973).
and hospitality like those proposed by Esteva (1987)

that we risk dialogue and
The existence of these universes only demand

new understandings of our metaphors.
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In Conclusion

This final chapter has been dense. It has referred to, or only
evoked, many concepts that could have been more fully explained and

elaborated upon in order to establish

a

meaningful and complete argument

had time and energy permitted.
I

have taken the stand that we can not help imposing meaning, we can

only avoid articulating and becoming conscious of our meaning.
that in trying to articulate my meaning
target.

I

I

I

realize

have fallen far short of my

also realize that each fragment of the points in praxis

brought up are just that

-

fragments.

I

have

Each of them is a point from which

any number of meaningful research questions could be raised.

There are, however, a few congealing trains of thought within this

clamor of discourse that

I

would like to leave with the reader. The

first is a consideration of the ramification of heros and heroines
(e.g.,

developmental models), who are more like than unlike ourselves.

They are as a-rational and as inscribed as the rest of us. They have
simply made decisions and acted on their values. In the process, history
has,

in large and small ways,

shone a light on their endeavors. But,

they have no more power to make history than do we, for we will also

make decisions and embrace values, consciously or unconsciously. Those

values and decisions will in many ways be influenced by the models and
archetypes available to us

-

And ours, since these models are within our

reach, constructed in our own potential image, walking a path like into

our own.
Second,

I

would add that we now have ample theoretical and

the
historical evidence that the making of history does not rest on

of history
discovery of truth nor movement with its laws. The making
256

rests on multi-dimensional and chaotic interactions, one of
which is the

abilit y
Finally,

consciousness, and therefore, values to shape reality.
in conjunction with both of the above,

I

have tried to

punch some small holes in the postmodern critique, i.e., that we must

despair of an emancipatory project because:
rational beings; and,

(b)

(a)

We cannot be whole

all value/truths are totalizing.

Among the many things that have not been adequately explored in this
work, but to which much of the data points, is the role that educational

experiences, of all kinds, can play in the process of opening spaces and

opportunities for individuals and communities to consciously chose their
values, and to perhaps discover that they are not crazy:

world where they can believe and act on what
them
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is always,

There is

a

already within
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